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NFL PREVIEW 2016 


THE OFFENSE STRIKES BACK 
Part 2 of our preview basks in the joy of O's. 


WELCOME TO THE TODD GURLEY SHOW 
The new star of LA football is ready for prime time. 
Now get out of his way. BY JASON REID 


VIEW FROM THE CORNER 
Adam Jones explains how NFL offenses, and his 
approach to stopping them, have changed over 
the past decade. BY DAVID FLEMING 


ATTACK OF THE SPACE INVADERS 
Forget supersized wideouts. It’s the little things 
that make a passing game fly. BY MATT BOWEN 


NOW HE HAS TO EARNIT 
After signing a big deal, Andrew Luck is looking for 
the ultimate payoff: a ring. BY JUSTIN HECKERT 


NFL 2016 TEAM REPORTS 
The good news: Your team is going to the playoffs! 
The bad news: We might be wrong. 
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THE DRIVE THAT NEVER ENDS John Elway is 
always looking for more. BY SETH WICKERSHAM 

COLD WAR III The World Cup of Hockey is back. 
Canada? Still really good on ice. BY BEN ARLEDGE 

BETTS AT HIS BEST Mookie means business as 
the Red Sox's indispensable star. BY SCOTT LAUBER 

THE UNNATURAL A reeling Lionel Messi finds 
joy in the game—and in a bottle of peroxide. 
BY BRUCE SCHOENFELD 

ZOOM: HEISMAN HOUSE Imagine if we had a 
photo of ex-Oregon star Marcus Mariota in a tub 
full of ducks. We can picture it now. 


Todd Gurley, in his second 
season with the Rams, is now 
the face of football in LA. 
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Turnovers, even for 
ball-hawking 
defenses, are all 
about that bounce. 
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Colin Kaepernick’s 
message has been 
unjustly obscured. 
BY HOWARD BRYANT 
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Jason Reid, senior NFL writer for 

The Undefeated, on how a legendary 
Rams running back sees Todd Gurley’s 
potential: “It was the fall of 2014, 
and Eric Dickerson had seen enough. 
‘About eight to 10 plays,’ the NFL 

Hall of Famer told me. That was all it 
took to convince Dickerson that 
Gurley, Georgia’s tailback, would be 

a high draft pick. Even after Gurley had 
his junior season cut short because 
of atorn ACL, Dickerson never wavered 
in his belief. Others, like Dickerson’s 
pal Richard Dent, the Hall of Fame 
defensive end, weren't so sure, 
according to Dickerson. ‘Dent said, 
“Man, he’s got a bad knee,” but | kept 
telling him, “This boy can play in this 
league,”’ Dickerson said. ‘And sure 
enough, when he got his opportunity, 
he took advantage.’ ” MORE ON PAGE 42 


Reading cover 2 is a must 

in today’s game. Another 
must-read? The coverage in 
= this, our second of back-to- 


back NFL previews. In Part 1, 
we tackled defense. This time? 
We go deep with the offense. 


Gurley strikes a pose for photographer 
Eric Ray Davidson on Aug. 29. 


Senior writer Seth Wickersham on 
John Elway’s overlooked work ethic 
“When | told a former NFL head 


coach that | was writing about 
—_ John Elway, he smirked and said, 
=> ‘| bet he’s not exactly lighting up 
a hm the hours.’ There’s a stereotype— 
fair or not—that former players 
who scout or coach sometimes lack the requisite 
drive. But Elway is the opposite. At first | thought 
he continually risks his legacy to make it more 
grandiose, to be known as the NFL's greatest 
winner. But really, he’s like every other GM. He 
needs the game more than it needs him, and 
the reason he grinds isn’t just to win. It’s to hang 
on to his job as long as he can.” MORE ON PAGE 11 


Contributing writer Justin Heckert 
on the music tastes of Andrew Luck 
“| recently heard someone on an 

p y NFL podcast say Andrew Luck 
lace } is a pop culture connoisseur. This 


zm couldn’t be further from the truth. 


He is completely out of touch 
with pop culture. People close to 
Luck say you'll never find anything mainstream in 
his house. He intentionally plays music no one 
wants to listen to. Recently a teammate visited. 


‘Oh, | know what we're going to listen to,’ Luck said. 


‘This is good, come on.’ On this occasion, the 
teammate was stuck listening to Moby. ‘Nobody’s 
trying to sit at your house and hang out listening 
to Moby, the teammate said.” MORE ON PAGE 56 


Senior writer John Clayton on what 
it takes to bring a franchise back 

“My theory is that it takes two 
years to build up an offense and 
two years to build up a defense. 
Most nights, | go out and get 
dinner for my wife, which gives me 
aa at least an hour to evaluate 
rosters and players. | have studied the ongoing 
rebuilds of the Raiders, Jaguars, Buccaneers, 
Titans and Browns. Under general manager Reggie 
McKenzie, the Raiders have rebuilt fastest. The 
Jaguars are next, and | expect them to contend 
soon. The Bucs aren’t far off. The Titans and 
Browns need more time. I’m patient with takeout, 
and I’m patient reviewing rebuilds.” MORE ON PAGE 64 
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Bama’s Allen is 
an early riser for 
the 2017 draft. 


\\ 


It’s Never Too Soon 


ESPN Insider Todd McShay ranks his four teams with the greatest 2017 NFL draft talent. 


1. 


= 

Nick Saban’s program 
continues to churn out 

NFL talent—339 picks in the 
past five drafts, although 
just two first-rounders in 
the past two. Bama’s 2017 
class could exceed that 
number by itself next April; 
the Crimson Tide have the 
top-rated player at five 
positions entering the fall: 
DE Jonathan Allen, OLB Tim 
Williams, ILB Reuben Foster, 
OT Cam Robinson and 

TE O.J. Howard. 
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2. 


= 

LSU hasn’t had a top-five pick 
since 2011, but it now has 
two prospects who could go 
that high. S Jamal Adams fits 
NFL-style coverages with his 
physicality against the run. 
RB Leonard Fournette used 

a rare combo of size, power 
and agility to set single- 
season LSU records for 
rushing yards (1,953) and 
TDs (22). His presence will 
open up the field for top WRs 
Malachi Dupre (6-4, 195) 

and Travin Dural (6-2, 207). 


3. 


The Harbaugh Effect is in full 
bloom. S Jabrill Peppers and 
CB Jourdan Lewis stand out 
on a defense that allowed 
just 158.5 passing yards per 
game in’15 (third in the 
FBS]. Both defensive backs 
have a solid chance to go in 
Round 1. On the other side 
of the ball, Jake Butt (6-4, 
250, 4.7 40} finished second 
among Power 5 tight ends 
with 654 yards and is a true 
big-play threat (11 catches 
of 20-plus yards). 


4. 


= 
Clemson has had just 

two quarterbacks drafted 
since 1980. That will change 
whenever Deshaun Watson 
enters the draft. The junior 
shined in the title game 
against Alabama, throwing 
for 405 yards. After missing 
the entire 2015 campaign, 
WR Mike Williams gives 
Watson another elite deep 


threat (18.1 yards per catch). 


If Williams returns to form, 
he could quickly rise on a lot 
of draft boards. 
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Rolling With Cincinnati The Bearcats were one of last 
year’s worst college football teams in the battle for 
turnovers. That makes them sneaky dangerous in 2016. 


f you're looking for college football teams that could surprise this season, 
start with this underappreciated fact: Winning the battle for turnovers 
doesn’t build a foundation for long-term success. 

Lord knows, coaches and media types love to stress the virtues of ball-hawking (and ball 
security), as though better habits can force (or reduce) turnovers. But that’s only partly true. A 
sequence that leads to a TO comes in two parts: a play that jars the ball loose, then a scramble 
to recover it. The outcome of that second battle is essentially random; generally, each team 
grabs about 50 percent of loose fumbles, and defenders snag about 20 percent of the passes 
they deflect. And research has shown that if you deviate strongly from those marks, eventually 
you will regress to the mean—you'll shift back toward average. 

Yes, turnovers correlate strongly with winning percentage, but that’s like saying winning the 
lottery correlates strongly with wealth. As with clutch-hitting stats in baseball, turnover mar- 
gin in football measures achievement retrospectively without predicting future performance. 
In 2013, for example, Florida State outscored its opponents off turnovers by 11.6 points per 
game, the biggest margin in the past 10 years, largely by intercepting a whopping 26 of 75 
passes its defenders got their hands on (35 percent), according to CFBstats.com. Impressive, 
but those are the kinds of numbers that are bound to recoil. Sure enough, in 2014, the Semi- 
noles had half as many picks (14, or 21 percent of passes defensed). They were just about aver- 
age in recovering fumbles too. And opponents actually outscored them off turnovers. 

That’s just a first pass at the data, though—or should I say a pass broken up. From 2005 to 
2014, 17 FBS teams had seasons in which they outscored their opponents off turnovers by eight 
or more points per game. The next season, their average scoring margin off turnovers plunged 
2.3 points per game, their overall scoring margin dropped by 6.2 and they won an average of 
1.7 fewer games. Conversely, teams that lost by eight or more points per game off turnovers 
went on to win an average of 3.1 more games, with the bulk of their improvement coming from 
better turnover margins. Over time, the chaos of the scrum prevails. 

But the power of luck is a tough lesson, especially in football. Consider Oklahoma in 2008, 
when the Sooners scored 51.1 points per game partly because they lost just two fumbles all 
year. Most of the sports world looked at them, saw a team whose drives rarely ended abruptly 
and thought that must be due to skill. So Oklahoma ranked No. 3 in the preseason AP poll in 


2009—then lost 11 of 26 fumbles, including three in a three-point 
loss to Texas, and sank out of the Top 25 by November. Oregon fol- 
lowed a similar path last year after recovering more fumbles than 
any other FBS team in 2014. 

This season you should train your skepticism on Houston. The 
Cougars are a good team and a lot of fun, but they recovered 67 percent 
of their opponents’ fumbles last year and picked off 24 percent of the 
passes they had a chance to break up. Houston's scoring margin of 103 
points off turnovers, the widest in the nation, contributed mightily to 
its 13-1 record in 2015 and should be a screaming red alert for 2016. 
Also due to come back to earth: Michigan State, which was plus-88 in 
points-off-turnover margin last year, second in the FBS. Both of these 
squads were in the top 15 in preseason polls. Neither should have been. 

Of course, regression to the mean works in the other direction too. 
And if there is one college football player most likely to post improved 
stats this season, it has to be Indiana defensive back Rashard Fant, 
who broke up 22 passes last year, second most in the country, but 
came down with just one interception. That’s pretty hard to do. 

At the team level, Cincinnati ranked 107th in the country last year in 
percentage of fumbles lost and 116th in percentage of fumbles recov- 
ered, intercepted just nine of the 53 passes it defensed (17 percent) and 
lost five turnovers in the red zone. In one game, the Bearcats outgained 
Temple by more than 250 yards yet still lost. Unlike the only two pro- 
grams with a worse turnover margin, Hawaii and UCF, Cincinnati had 
a winning record anyway (7-6), and the Bearcats might gain some at- 
tention as turnovers finally start to break their way. 

We can’t know exactly when that will happen, but I’ve circled Sept. 15 
on my calendar. That’s when Houston and Cincinnati will face each 
other at Nippert Stadium—and just maybe when it becomes clear that 
bounces, good or bad, don’t last forever. 
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The Drive That Never Ends 


John Elway earned fame as a quarterback, fortune as a businessman 


and respect as a general manager. But he will never be satisfied. 
BY SETH WICKERSHAM 
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FORWARD 


of his life jetting to golf courses. But the very idea of 
a comfortable life feels like death. Elway knows he 
will be a geezer one day, his body surrendering to life 
the way it surrendered to football, but the biological 
imperative, the compulsion to win, will still be there, 
trapped in an irreversible senescence. It’s his fate. 
And so he leans in over his desk, unveiling that fa- 
miliar grin, and utters maybe the most Elway thing 


Imagine Joon eiway dead.* Elway has. He’s envisioned it, 


wondered aout it. He’s in his office on a June day in the Syee "ve alwane thnueht | was poine widie = with 
Midst oranasty and personal contract dispute with the se arora acelin ec 
é > Hi i Tt il it’ 
reigmime Super Bowl MVP. He has replaced a future Hall of Pee ee ee ee 
Fame Guarterback with the author of the Butt Fumble and TO HEAR HIM speak of death as a hurdle, a dare, an 
9. ; ; obstacle to clear like first-and-98, makes me think 

two Buys who vyenevel played, and he thinking repeat. of John Elway and, well, a waffle maker. 
Bis right knee hurts; getting out of bed is harder than it was Tess January sorts theme day ofSonior Heal 
even two years ago. He has written himself two storybook week in Mobile, Alabama. Shortly after 6 a.m. in the 
. restaurant of a downtown Hampton Inn, scouts 
endings, both as a quarterback and a general manager, and ee ee 


he could walk away with his legacy secure and spend the rest ing out to practice for player weigh-ins—the grunt 
—__———————————— 
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work, the stuff nobody wants to do. Out of the lobby 
elevator, barrel-chested, bowlegged and pigeon- 
toed, came John Elway. 

He was less than three weeks into his new job 
running the Broncos. He wore a leather jacket. Desk 
clerks stared. Scouts stared. It was like Springsteen 
had showed up for open mic night. Elway ap- 
proached the waffle maker, poured the batter and 
clamped the irons. The red light didn’t come on. He 
flipped it over. Nothing. He fiddled with it. Still 
nothing. Then he got that look he gets when he’s 
imposing his will. Brow furrowed, tongue hugging 
his upper lip. The look from when he threw the bul- 
let that capped The Drive, the look from when he 
launched himself into three Packers near the goal 
line in Super Bowl XXXII. A look of high stakes let 
loose on a breakfast buffet, raising the question: 
Why, exactly, was he here? 

He earned a fortune in football and a fortune in 
the car business. He suffered through a divorce and 


Elway still gets 
frustrated when people 
think of him as a jock 
with a front office gig. 


the deaths of his twin sister and his father. He won 
an Arena League championship running the Colo- 
rado Crush. He golfed and traveled. Now he was 
slumming with the scouts, losing to a waffle maker 
and getting back into the fray at a time when Joe 
Montana was growing grapes and Dan Marino was 
working a cushy studio job. Elway was the only per- 
son in Mobile who didn’t have to be there. And yet 
he did have to be there. 
It was the only way he knew. 


HE’S STILL GRINDING at his desk on a June morning 
more than five years later, architect of the defending 
Super Bowl champions. His phone flashes with 
texts. He’s in a red polo shirt and white shorts, hair 
frosted blond and slightly thinning, face lined and 
worn. He shifts a lot, realigning an old football body, 
but he’s in excellent shape, the result of a newfound 
obsession with cycling. Covering one wall is the 
depth chart, where Elway often loses himself, star- 
ing, imagining possibilities, permitting himself a 
smile when his eyes reach the corner where one of 
his daughters scribbled, “Hi, Dad, I love you.” On the 
other side of his office is a deck overlooking football 
fields. His burgundy desk is in the middle of the 
room, and the business cards stacked there serve as 
mementos to visitors, just as the game balls and pic- 
tures and trophies lining the back wall do for Elway. 

The day before, Elway and most of the Broncos 
were at the White House being honored by President 
Obama. A proud Republican, he refused to attend the 
Super Bowl-champion ceremonies with President 
Clinton in the late 1990s. Now he was in the Rose 
Garden, tweeting, laughing at Obama’s jokes, posing 
for pictures on the South Lawn. When did you be- 
come such a f---ing p---y? his friends asked later. 
Elway had no good answer. He’s 56 years old, and 
nothing is guaranteed. 

At the White House, Von Miller reposted a pic- 
ture of himself and a few teammates on Instagram— 
and cropped out Elway, who was standing on the 
edge. The slight was part of their now-settled con- 
tract dispute and part of what seems to be an an- 
nual ritual between Elway and a star player. A few 
of his friends joked that the crop job was something 
Elway himself might have done back in the day. 
Miller’s camp suspected the Broncos had been try- 
ing to shame the linebacker into settling by leaking 
details of their contract offer, and at the ring cere- 


mony a few days after the White House, Miller asked 
Elway why he had allowed their impasse to turn 
public. “When you sign a long-term deal, you'll for- 
get about it all,” Elway replied. Agents began to com- 
pare negotiating with Elway to negotiating with the 
notoriously hard-line Patriots, and a few football 
writers opined that he was scaring away good play- 
ers from Denver. 

Now Elway sits alone in his office. He won't allow 
himself to get “emotionally involved” with players 
and even most staff, lest he end up cutting them one 
day. Of course, all GMs say that stuff. But the stakes 
are high with Elway and not just because he threat- 
ens his reputation as a player—“greatest locker room 
quarterback,” in the words of his former coach Mike 
Shanahan—with every front office move. He says he 
simply loves “competing and achieving,” but as he 
stares at the depth chart and explains moves, he goes 
further. Becoming a grandfather a couple of years 
ago made him aware of his mortality in a way the 
end of his playing career had not. “You need the 
highs and the lows,” he says. “Because if it gets this 
way —he draws a flat line in the air—“it kind of feels 
like you're not really doing anything.” 


HE DOESN’T LOOK like he’s doing anything an hour 
later as he watches practice. He stands on the field, 
shifting weight off his bad knee, sometimes on the 
sideline with the players, other times alone on the 
other side of the field. He watches to see how the 
guys get along, how they jell as a team. 

Elway is one of the most famous GMs in NFL his- 
tory, but when he took the Broncos job, he had the 
walls of his office replaced with glass so staffers 
would feel comfortable stopping by. He lets employ- 
ees leave the office early if they have a softball game 
to coach or an anniversary dinner to plan, and dur- 
ing the holidays last December, he helped arrange 
for high-end retailers to visit team headquarters to 
make Christmas shopping easier. He downplays his 
fame within the organization but isn’t afraid to le- 
verage it externally. An NFL GM who grew up as an 
Elway fan had a deal with the Broncos scuttled by 
his team’s executives because they feared Elway was 
fleecing their guy, suckering him with a hard count. 
For laughs, the bosses left it to their GM to break 
the news that the deal was off, and he was so concil- 
iatory in doing so, some of the Broncos’ staffers on 
the call wondered whether it might end in an auto- 
graph request. 

Elway gets restless at practice and imagines him- 
self out there, taking snaps, making reads. The 
hardest thing about being a GM is the stillness of it, 
sitting around watching film. He never wanted to 
be a coach because he couldn’t explain his own 
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gifts—the improvisation in the midst of disaster, the 
routine cross-field throws that sent legions of mim- 
icking high school quarterbacks to the bench. Some- 
times he still feels the itch to let one fly, even if his 
body no longer allows it. “Until a few years ago, I still 
thought I could play,” he says. 

Still, it frustrates Elway when people think ofhim 
as a jock in a front office gig. He wants to remind 
people that he didn’t just play at Stanford, he gradu- 
ated Stanford with an economics degree. But he also 
sort of appreciates the fuel it provides; logs on a fire. 
In 2001, bored after two years in retirement, Elway 
asked Shanahan for a job with the Broncos. Shana- 
han said there was no job for him. The next year, 
hell-bent on proving he was serious about succeed- 
ing in his second act, Elway bought an ownership 
stake in the Colorado Crush, an Arena League fran- 
chise. He took on the role of GM and appeared in 
cheesy commercials with Jon Bon Jovi, owner of the 
Philadelphia Soul. He wasn’t just lending a famous 
face to anew league. He was grinding, learning every 
facet of running a football team. “I looked at it as my 
MBA, he says. “People didn’t think it was a big deal. 
But it was to me.” 

When Pat Bowlen asked him to return and run 
the Broncos in 2011, some in the organization 
thought Elway might be the second coming of Ma- 
rino, who notoriously lasted three weeks as a Dol- 
phins executive in 2004. They didn’t know that Jack 
Elway, a college football coach in the 1970s and’80s, 
had raised his son not only to love competition but 
to use it as a means of self-actualization, beginning 
in third grade when he'd challenge John to set a 
world record fetching his slippers. Competition 
ended for Montana and Marino when their careers 
did; for Elway, it ends when life does. He has to play 
night golf to tire himself out and keep the TV on to 
calm his mind to sleep, and even so, he’ll often wake 
up in the middle of the night, almost as if he’s bio- 
logically compelled to compete. More than the 
excitement of winning, Elway is hooked on the “ex- 
citement of not knowing” what’s possible, what he’s 
capable of. He was never immune to pressure the 
way Montana was. When he jogged onto the field 
late in the fourth quarter of Super Bowl XXXII, with 
the game tied 24-24 and just over three minutes left, 
he didn’t look for John Candy in the stands. He 
looked inside. He thought what every viewer 
thought: This is his whole career right here. 

His intensity isn’t for everybody. It wasn’t for 
John Fox, who did many things well after Elway 
hired him as coach in 2011, including winning 46 
games in four years. Elway’s doubts began after Fox 
turned conservative on offense and his defense blew 
coverage in a January 2013 playoff collapse against 
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the Ravens. The next year at the Super Bowl, after 
a week of disorganized practices, Elway had a bad 
feeling. The morning of the game, he woke up at 3 
a.m. in a dull panic in a dark New Jersey hotel 
room. He knew his team wasn’t good enough. He 
wasn’t good enough. His friends say the offseason 
after Denver’s Super Bowl XLVIII loss to Seattle 
was as miserable as any in Elway’s life. It harkened 
back to being humiliated as a player who had lost 
three Super Bowls. Elway gets quiet when he’s ina 
bad mood, orders another drink, turns inward, 
blames himself, jokes in a nonjoking way about 
jumping off a building. “When you get older, you 
feel like you're getting smarter,’ he says in his office. 
“You should be better. You should know more.” 

A rising lack of discipline under Fox prompted 
Elway to sometimes yell at the team because Fox 
wouldn't. Before a late-season practice in 2014, Fox 
turned to a few people on the sideline and asked, 
“Isn’t winning the division enough?” A few weeks 
later, after the Broncos came out flat in a divisional 
playoff loss to the Colts, Fox got his answer. 


THE BAR STOOLis easy to miss. 

The inside of Elway’s steakhouse in the Cherry 
Creek neighborhood of Denver is usually dark and 
crowded, and the stool gets moved around a lot. But 
on most nights, at the corner of the bar nearest the 
grand piano, sits one gold bar stool in a sea of red 
ones. It’s in memory of Jack Elway. When John sits 
on the stool with a Dewar’s rocks, it tears him up that 
his dad isn’t there with a martini, dreaming, plot- 
ting, laughing. Jack gave John the first and last 
scouting reports of his career. On the first day of 
ninth grade, he dropped him off at school and asked 
what position he’d play. “Running back,” John said. 
Jack shook his head and shifted the Impala into 
park. You're not as fast as you used to be, Jack told 
him. “Fifteen minutes later,’ Elway says, “I got out 
of the car a quarterback.” 

Decades later, in May 1999, Jack and John sat at 
the bar in Elway’s house. After 16 years in the league, 
Elway had all but retired in his mind, sick of the pain 
and grind. But he needed a final judgment. John had 
quit a sport only once, when Jack told him it was OK 
to retire from the wrestling team in eighth grade 
after a match with an opponent who smelled. Now 
Jack could see in John’s eyes that the game wasn’t as 
fun as it used to be. It’s time, he said. John called 
Bowlen that night to break the news, and father and 
son stayed up all that night trading old stories, cel- 
ebrating a career that neither of them could have 
predicted in the parked Impala. 

“It'll take five years,” Jack always said. Five years 
to get over the hole left by football. Elway planned 
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for it, even before he retired. He ran his car dealer- 
ships. He dove into golf. Friends say he traveled to 
so many tournaments he was home in retirement 
less than in his playing days. Still, it felt empty. “I 
needed a focus,” he says. Shanahan let Elway into 
the draft room for a few weeks in 2001. He sat 
alongside his dad, then a Broncos scout, talking 
ball. On a Friday shortly before the 2001 draft, Jack 
got away to Palm Springs, California, for the week- 
end. He died of a heart attack two days later, on 
Easter morning. Now when Elway thinks about his 
dad, he wishes they had spent more time talking 
about life beyond the field. “We had so many talks, 
but usually it was about football, how I can get bet- 
ter playing, rather than philosophical things.” 

His mother, Jan, once said that John grew to be 
more like his dad as he aged. Elway’s imperative to 
win at all endeavors intensified with age rather than 
dissipated. He based his approach to scouting on 
Jack’s golden rule: “Look for heart first.” When Elway 
took over the Broncos, many close to him wondered 
whether he was ruthless enough for the job. Jack was 
“loyal to a fault,’ Elway says, and was fired at Stanford 
in the 1980s because he refused to fire his assistants. 
In February 2015, when he asked Peyton Manning 
to take a pay cut, John Elway thought about his dad 
and wondered how to weigh the shrewdness re- 
quired in the job with the hope of living up to the 
standard set by his old man. “So many times, I say, 
‘OK, what would Dad do?” he says. 

Elway always believed in Manning. He believed 
in him enough to trade Tim Tebow after a playoff 
win in 2012 and to give Manning a $90 million con- 
tract when the future Hall of Famer could barely 
throw a slant. He loved Manning's work ethic and 
alternated between amusement and annoyance at 
his controlling personality. The two argued about 
issues as minute as how the Broncos would inform 
players they were being cut after the team had 
yanked a few players off the field during practice 
warm-ups. Then, in their 2015 playoff upset of the 
Broncos, the Colts hit Manning low and hard on his 
first pass, square on his torn quad. Manning threw 
alot of fade routes the rest of the game, the preferred 
pass of a quarterback seeing ghosts. In the wake of 
the loss, Elway asked the 38-year-old Manning to 
do what Elway himself had done at age 38: take a 
pay cut, reportedly from $19 million to the $10 mil- 
lion range, most of which could be earned back in 
bonuses. Elway promised to use the money to 
strengthen the roster. 

He wanted Manning to practice less and rest 
more, to pass less and hand off more. Most of all, he 
wanted Manning to face reality. “All the great ath- 
letes, they don’t want to admit anything,’ Elway says. 


He was more blunt than strategic with Manning, as 
he often is, and the negotiations became tense. Man- 
ning told staffers he didn’t think his boss understood 
how much year-round work he put in to help his 
body. Elway told people in the building he was pre- 
pared to move on to Brock Osweiler. 

The negotiation became a test of Manning's will to 
win, and of Elway’s ability to close. In 2012, he had 
sold Manning on the Broncos by promising to help 
him become “the best quarterback of all time.” Now 
he tried speaking to Manning as Jack would, to be “a 
man of his word” who ‘had the ability to ask the right 
questions to get the right answers.” Elway could see 
the ghosts Manning couldn’t. He knew Peyton would 
be adrift after walking away. He knew the wiring that 
helped him achieve heights in football would con- 
spire against him after he retired. They both knew 
Super Bowls are the only thing people remember. 

“Do you want to be considered better than Brady?” 
Elway asked. “Championships will be the tiebreaker.” 

They settled at $14 million. Elway used the mon- 
ey to bolster the offensive line, signing guard Evan 
Mathis. He was quietly building a special team by 
trying to live up to his father’s legacy. And his own. 


NOTLONG AGO, Gary Kubiak looked up at the TV and 
saw John Elway’s name. 
Kubiak tells this story in the Broncos’ cafeteria, a 


couple of feet from Elway. Few people have a clearer 
glimpse into Elway—and the hidden tolls of great- 
ness—than Kubiak, his backup-turned-coach- 
turned-employee. How does he describe Elway’s 
competitiveness? It’s best told in random moments, 
brief glimpses, such as when Elway dresses up in 
complete biking gear and pounds through the hills 
of Denver, his heart rate reaching 160, much higher 
than his doctors advise for a man his age. Or when 
he meets a few scouts at 6 a.m. during the season for 
workouts and ends up on the training table, too sore 
to move. Or the other day, when Kubiak glanced at 
a TV and saw that Elway had the second-best ama- 
teur finish in the Colorado Senior Open. “I don’t 
know that I can explain it,’ Kubiak says. 

Elway thinks about his dad and twin sister, 
Jana, when he works out. Ifhe lost his hero when 
Jack died, he lost a partner when Jana did, in 
2002. He speaks of her as if their bond is tele- 
pathic and still enduring. As a kid crawling on the 
floor, he’d always turn to see if she was near. Com- 
ing up, she knew how his entire self-worth was 
tied to football, and so she was deeply invested 
too. As adults, their marriages all but ended with- 
in weeks of each other. Shortly after Jack died, 
Jana was diagnosed with lung cancer. Elway got 
her into clinical trials at Stanford and bought her 
anew home near him in Palo Alto and told her to 
take cancer head-on. He was filming an Arena 
League commercial when word arrived that she 
didn’t have much time. As she was wheeled into a 
CT scan, she approached death the way Elway 
hopes he can someday. She kept trying to wrestle 
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“THERE'S ALWAYS AN EASY WAY OUT, AND | 


JUST CAN'T DOT. THAT'S HOW YOU GET FIRED.” 


off her oxygen mask as Elway yelled at her to keep 
it on. Finally, she said “I'll be back,” put on the mask 
and slid her fingers up as if to run them through 
her hair. Then she stopped, with her middle finger 
pressed against her forehead. John was the last 
person to see her alive; she died during that scan, 
on July 23. He told friends it took him 10 years to 
visit her grave. “We were womb mates,” he says. 
“She was always kind of there.” 

The losses of Jana and Jack are not only some- 
thing Elway lives with, they're something he uses 
to keep living. As he slowly rebuilt his support sys- 
tem, it came to resemble the one from his playing 
days, down to the playbook. His second wife, Paige 
Green, grew up a block away from his high school 
in Granada Hills. On their first date, he took her to 
Roy’s, a Hawaiian joint in the Valley. He kept his 
house in Denver so his kids would visit, and bring 
their kids. He rejoined the Broncos. And he hired 
Kubiak, whose system so much resembles the one 
Elway ran at the end of his career that he recog- 
nizes specific plays. Elway has always had a healthy 
relationship with nostalgia, neither pining for the 
old days nor running from them. When I ask him 
to tell the story behind the helicopter play in Super 
Bowl XXXII, he does so with vigor and comedy and 
earnestness but with a certain detachment, as ifhe 
doesn’t define himself by it and doesn’t want the 
world to either. He remembers the play as a “con- 
fidence builder, to know that on that stage I could 
play that way.” It’s surprising to hear, as if even in 
that moment he saw himself as a work in progress. 
And still does. 

The day after beating the Patriots in the AFC 
championship, Elway was back in Mobile, slum- 
ming with the scouts at the Senior Bowl. In the 
hours following the Super Bowl win over the Pan- 
thers in February, he sat in his suite in the Santa 
Clara Marriott, celebrating with a small group of 
friends. Around 4 a.m., the children of Broncos 
president Joe Ellis egged on Elway to wake up their 
dad, who had fallen asleep in a nearby suite. Elway 
pounced into bed. “He flew into me,” Ellis says. 

“This is great,” Ellis said. 


“We can get better!” Elway said. “I’m telling you— 
we can get better next year!” 


ELWAY ISN’T OLD, of course, but he’s nearing an age 
at which people he knows are dying. The other day, 
someone he knew who wasn’t much older suddenly 
died of a heart attack. “You never know,’ he says, 
shaking his head. In July, he went to France. Most 
of his vacation was spent working, tapping away on 
his phone, dealing with Miller’s contract, digging in 
before finally compromising. One night in Nice, he 
detached. He walked down a promenade near the 
Mediterranean—the exact stretch where a terrorist 
driving a truck would strike three nights later. “Scary 
to say the least,” he says. 

Elway returned to work a few weeks later, where 
the familiar urges kicked in, driven to repeat as if 
something greater than a Super Bowl were on the 
line. Considering his generally low draft spots, the 
mess he inherited, the unpredictability of player per- 
formance and the stakes of his own celebrity, it’s re- 
markable howrarely he has whiffed. But from Miller 
to Osweiler to Manning and others, there's always a 
shadow with Elway, a lingering rancor and drama 
that not only seems unnecessary but also deeply per- 
sonal. He tries to rationalize the conflicts with salary 
cap jargon and clinical analysis but then utters a con- 
fession of sorts. “There's always an easy way out, and 
I just can’t do it. That’s how you get fired.” 

John Elway may have more job security than any- 
one in the NFL. But he knows this will likely be the 
last meaningful job of his life, and he knows the iron 
rule of football is that it always ends on its terms, not 
yours. A few nights earlier, Mike Shanahan walked 
with me down a long hallway toward the trophy 
room in his home. “I never come in here anymore,” 
he said, turning on the lights. Two Lombardi tro- 
phies sat in a showcase on the wall, glistening but 
somehow cold. Nobody could touch Shanahan when 
he won those Super Bowls as head coach of the 
Broncos in 1998 and 1999. But he’s since been fired 
twice and recently lost out on the 49ers job when 
San Francisco opted for Chip Kelly, the younger guy. 
“It’s OK,” Shanahan said. But when the business of 


winning and losing is the essence of your life, a part 
of you feels like you're dying when it’s taken away. 
“The line in the NFL is this thin,” Shanahan said, 
holding together two fingers. 

Now Elway looks at his favorite memento in the 
office—a picture of his toddler grandson wearing an 
orange No. 7 jersey—and says he feels “officially 
older” in a young man’s game. Ask him how long 
he'll remain in this job and he says, “I don’t know. ... 
Once I get to be 65, 70 years old. How am I going to 
fulfill that urge to compete?” 

He twists in his chair. His voice lowers. 

“T think about it all the time.” 


ON AFRIDAY morning in June, the Broncos facility in 
Englewood is dark and quiet. Most of the staff is off, 
given a three-day weekend. At the end of a window- 
less hallway in the main building, there's a white glow. 

It’s Elway’s office. 

He’s been here for hours. His eyes are pink and 
worn. He looks sallow. He yawns. There’s a quiet 
desperation to life in the NFL. What's often roman- 
ticized is actually mundane. Long hours staring at 
video of yesterday’s practice. On another TV in the 
office is live coverage of Muhammad Ali’s memorial 
service. Elway watches practice, zipping through 
plays from different angles. He’s distracted by the 
service. He didn’t grow up an Ali fan. In 1979, Jack 
told John to get his ass down and register for the 
draft and he did. But he seems drawn to Ali now in 
death, as a cultural touchstone, as people debate his 
impact. It seems to briefly make Elway reflective. 
How will he be remembered? How does he want to 
be remembered? 

A staffer peeks his head in, reminding Elway ofa 
coming tee time. Elway glances at the clock high 
above the door. “Thanks,” he says. He doesn’t get up. 
He shifts his aching knee and fixes his eyes back on 
the practice film. A rookie fullback snares a high 
pass. Elway rewinds. Replays. He seems pleased, 
energized. He moves to the next play. 

The tee time comes and goes. The Ali coverage 
ends. All that’s left is John Elway, alone and looking 
alive. G 
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> FORWARD 


WORLD CUP OF HOCKEY 


Cold 
War III 


After a 12-year hiatus, the World 
Cup returns for Round 3 on Sept. 17 
in Toronto, with eight teams vying 
for global bragging rights, including 
the new continent-spanning Team 
Europe and Team North America, 
with 23-and-unders from the U.S. 
and Canada. Who will win? For 
that, we used the goals versus 
threshold (GVT) metric—think 
WAR —to rank each roster. Then we 
sought out ESPN’s mullet man 
himself, Barry Melrose, to pinpoint 
each team’s X-factor player. Spoiler 
alert: The Canadians appear to 

be good at hockey. —-BEN ARLEDGE 


1Canada 


14.7 OFF.GVT | S.SDEF.GVT | 3.5GOALGVT Bk A A 


Just how good is Canada? The likes of Corey Perry 


and P.K. Subban (who both posted north of 


50 points in the NHL last season) didn’t make the 
cut. Despite the scratch of the Stars’ Jamie Benn, 


forwards on this roster recorded an average of 


65 points last season—seven more than the U.S. 
team, the next-highest group. All seven defense- 


men averaged over 23 minutes per game, and 


Carey Price, the 2014-15 NHL MVP, will man the 


net. Giving Sidney Crosby and the Canadians 
home-ice advantage to defend the team’s 2004 
title almost feels unfair. 


MELROSE X-FACTOR: LW BRAD MARCHAND 
“I think Marchand is a real lightning rod for Canada. 


If they’re a little flat, he will go out, run into somebody, 


get somebody mad and get Canada fired up.” 
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2 United States 


10.90FF.GVT | S.ODEF.GVT | 1.9GOALGVT BRYA ay 


For those who’ve forgotten, the U.S. did win the 
first World Cup back in ’96. And if Patrick Kane 
(46 goals for the Blackhawks) & Co. can give Team 
USA’ trio of goaltenders (Jonathan Quick, Cory 
Schneider and Ben Bishop, who combined for a 
.923 save percentage) enough goal support, it 

has a shot this time too. The U.S. can grind down 
opponents with centers Ryan Kesler and David 
Backes in front of the net, creating opportunities 
for playmakers such as Kane, Zach Parise and T.J. 
Oshie. The test for the U.S. comes early: a faceoff 


with Canada in the preliminary round on Sept. 20. 


MELROSE X-FACTOR: LW JAMES VAN RIEMSDYK 

“JVR is a 6-foot-3 forward with skill. The Americans 
need a big forward to have a successful tournament, 
and he is a bit of a wild card. A real pivotal player.” 


Kane, Crosby 
and Lundqvist 
will play for 
love of country. 


3 Sweden 


10.2 OFF.GVT | 4.8DEF.GVT | 1.6GOALGVT BRR A ay 


The Swedish roster combines experienced vets 

in forward Loui Eriksson, center Nicklas 
Backstrom and Canucks twins Daniel and 
Henrik Sedin with youth in the form of defense- 
man Victor Hedman and forward Filip Forsberg. 
The Swedes play a fast finesse game and can 
move the puck up ice in a hurry—their defenders 
averaged 33 assists in the NHL last season, more 
than the average for any other team. Sweden has 
ten 20-goal scorers, which should provide plenty of 
cover for goalie Henrik Lundqvist, who holds 

a .923 save percentage over the past five seasons. 


MELROSE X-FACTOR: LW GABRIEL LANDESKOG 

“I think it’s time for these young Swedes to take over up 
front, and Landeskog is one of those guys. He’s obviously 
aleader—Colorado made him the captain very young.” 


*GVT is calculated based on a three-year weighted average of the goal differential for each player on each roster compared with a 
replacement-level NHLer and then adjusted to likely ice time in the World Cup. Courtesy Hockey Abstract and Hockey Prospectus. 
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> FORWARD 


4 Russia 


10.7 0FF.GVT | 4.4DEF.GVT | 1.2GOALGVT BRGY 


What to expect from Russia? Fast, physical, 
powerful—just like its best player, left winger 
Alex Ovechkin, who netted 50 goals for the 
Caps last season. Russia's forward group—led 
by Ovi, St. Louis’ Vladimir Tarasenko, Pavel 
Datsyuk and Chicago’s Artemi Panarin—aver- 
aged 0.33 goals per game last season, third best 
of the eight teams. But will that be enough to 
counter shortcomings on the defensive side? 
The defense lacks a true game breaker, and none 
of Russia’s three goalies bettered a 2.75 goals- 
against average last season. 


MELROSE X-FACTOR: RW VLADIMIR TARASENKO 

“Every year Tarasenko is a dominant player—one of the 
top point getters, runs the power play. I think it’s time for 
him to show people how good he is on the big stage.” 


Alex Ovechkin’s career goals 
in 70 games for Team Russia 
in Olympic, World Cup and 
world championship play. 


5 North America 


9.30FF.GVT | 4.4DEF.GVT | 2.3 GOAL GVT | as.ocvt 


It’s unfair to criticize this squad for being young. 
It literally exists for that reason. Still, the roster 
has just a combined 249 games of playoff 
experience, and six of the players have yet to skate 
in a playoff game. Break out the Baby Bjorns! 
Then again, what’s age when you've got skill in the 
trio of phenoms Connor McDavid, Jack Eichel 
and Auston Matthews and the size of Seth Jones 
(6-4) and Colton Parayko (6-6) on defense? Also, 
the goaltending situation cleared up this spring 
with Matt Murray’s Stanley Cup heroics for the 
Pens. Don’t sleep on the JV team. 


MELROSE X-FACTOR: LW BRANDON SAAD 

“The vast majority of this roster hasn’t played signifi- 
cant minutes in big games—Brandon Saad has. The more 
important he becomes in the lineup, the better he plays.” 


6 Europe 


7.20FF.GVT | 4.5DEF.GVT | 1.7GOALGVT BERD 


Europe falls into the dreaded Group A with the 
U.S. and Canada—which would be great if this 
were a U.N. cocktail party and not, you know, 

a winner-take-all hockey tournament. Europe’s 
bigger problem? This is the oldest squad at the 
World Cup, with an average age of 30. The team 
will lean on the two-way play of center Anze 
Kopitar (plus-34,) and scoring of winger Mats 
Zuccarello (26 goals). But the key will be picking 
the goalie, as Frederik Andersen, Jaroslav Halak 
and Thomas Greiss are all capable of winning 
games—but also capable of blowing them. 


MELROSE X-FACTOR: D ROMAN JOSI 

“Josi is going to be on the ice against every other team’s 
best player. He’s going to see a ton of tough minutes, 
plus kill penalties and play the power play.” 


7 Czech Republic 


5.9 OFF. GVT | 4.9 DEF. GVT | 1.9 GOAL GVT | rezevr | 


The good: Forward Tomas Hertl scored 21 goals 
last season, the most of anyone on the Czech 
roster. The not so good: Eleven players on Team 
Canada and eight on Team USA surpassed that 
tally. The Czech Republic will need wingers David 
Krejci and Jakub Voracek (63 and 55 points, 
respectively, last season) to take over games and 
goalie Petr Mrazek to play like he did in the first 
half of last season for Detroit (.932 save percent- 
age before the All-Star break, .899 after). Defense 
is another story: The Czechs lack anyone who 
played at least 23 minutes per game last year. 


MELROSE X-FACTOR: RW DAVID PASTRNAK 

“With his speed and shooting ability, Pastrnak can get 
open. He’s got a lot of experience for a guy at his age and 
could really become a star of that Czech team.” 


8 Finland 


5.5 OFF.GVT | 3.8DEF.GVT | L.4GOALGVT Sta ae 


Patrik Laine checks in as the youngest player 

in the tournament, but the 18-year-old might 
have to put the Finns on his back at the World 
Cup. Laine, who scored 17 goals in Liiga last 
season, joins only one NHL 20-goal scorer on 
the roster, the Panthers’ Aleksander Barkov. On 
the other end of the ice, Olli Maatta and Sami 
Vatanen will have to be ready for big minutes on 
defense, and Tuukka Rask, who led Finland to 

a bronze medal in the 2014 Olympics, will have 
to rebound in net from a poor NHL campaign 
by his standards (2.56 GAA for Boston). 


MELROSE X-FACTOR: C MIKKO KOIVU 

“Koivu has size, skating ability and a hockey pedigree 
but always leaves me wanting more out of him. | still 
think he’s the most talented forward on that team.” 
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Betts at His Best {DOWN WITH THE BIRDS 
AUG. 16 AT BALTIMORE RED SOX 5, ORIOLES 3 
BETTS’ WPA: 0.505 


THE SCENE Let it be said, with little hyperbole, 
that Betts defeated the Orioles single-handedly. 
Batting cleanup, he broke a scoreless stalemate in 


Forget Jackie Bradley Jr’s breakout, Xander Bogaerts’ 
hit streak or David Ortiz’s yearlong lovefest: The 
Red Sox’s most indispensable player is 23-year-old 


outfielder Mookie Betts, who's been lethal in the thedhdnaimpwaiiainecoan treeciaa bomb 
clutch. He has five of the Sox’s top 14 games in win off Baltimore starter Yovani Gallardo. And after 
probability added (WPA) , a measure of how much one the Orioles rallied to tie the score in the bottom 


of the seventh, Betts bashed a two-run homer in 
the next inning against setup man Brad Brach, 
against whom right-handed hitters had been 
8-for-102 (.078). Betts drove in all five Red Sox 
runs. About the only thing he didn’t do was pitch. 


player affects his team’s chances to win. Here are the 
stories behind three of his best games. —SCOTT LAUBER 


BETTS’ TAKE “I knew it was going to be tough 
[facing Brach]. I tried to swing early and be 
aggressive because I know he’s going to be in the 
zone. Once you get two strikes, it’s pretty much 
over at that point with him. ... Batting cleanup 
can be tough, but I was just trying to put a good 
swing on a good pitch, trying to drive the ball 
like I always do, with my same approach. [Being 
a power hitter] is definitely weird. I’ve never 
been that in my life. I’m just going to try to enjoy 
it while it’s here.” 


Betts’ WPA is based mostly on his bat, 
but two of his biggest strengths are 
defense and baserunning. 


and 


DEFENSIVE RUNS SAVED (SECOND IN AL) 


LAL 


STOLEN BASE PERCENTAGE (SECOND IN AL) 


Betts’ 7.6 WAR 
is second best in 
the AL behind 

only Mike Trout’s. 
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2 HOUSTON HAS A PROBLEM 
MAY 15 ATBOSTON | REDSOX10, ASTROS 9 9 
ciew Weve beefed 


THE SCENE By the time Betts stepped to the 

plate in the bottom of the seventh, this game ?é é 
had seen three lead changes—the Red Sox 

had just watched an 8-6 edge disappear after up our re Ss U me 


the Astros’ three-run rally in the top of the 


sixth. After Ryan Hanigan tied the score with @ 0 
a two-out single off Houston right-hander 
Scott Feldman, Betts fell behind in the count 0 e 


0-2. No worries. He laid off two pitches, 
then lined a sinker to the gap in right-center 
field for a go-ahead triple. 


BETTS’ TAKE “From the outside, [games like 
these] look ridiculous, but from the inside, 
they're just the product of us grinding out 
at-bats and grinding through games. It was 
a tough day, man. The wind blowing, the 
sun there, it made it that much tougher. 
Fortunately, we were able to get an extra out 
[on Hanigan’s hit] and take advantage of it.” 


3 RANGE FACTOR 


JUNE 24 ATTEXAS | RED SOX 8, RANGERS 7 
BETTS’ WPA: 0.329 


THE SCENE Good luck finding a more improb- 
able Red Sox victory. Trailing 7-4 in the top of 
the ninth, the Sox got two quick outs—then 
proceeded to score four runs. After Sandy Leon 
worked an 11-pitch at-bat for an RBI double, 
the Rangers called on hard-throwing righty 
Matt Bush. Betts passed on a couple of sliders 
in anticipation of high heat. Sure enough, 

he got a belt-high 97 mph fastball and crushed 
it to the center-field berm. Three batters 
later, Dustin Pedroia scored the go-ahead 
run on a wild pitch. 


Oscar Mayer Premium Beef 
Hot Dogs are now made with 
100% Angus beef for a taste 
the whole family will enjoy. 


BETTS’ TAKE “There are three righties behind 
Sandy, so I know [Bush] is coming in, and 

I kind of prepared for that. Seeing velocity 
doesn’t change anything—it’s all got to come 
across the plate at some point. That’s my 
mindset. In the AL East, you see it every day. 
A lot of times, you see it from the starter for 
the whole game. That ball was one of the ones 
I figured was going to go out. Ifit didn’t, 

I would have probably cried.” 


Stats courtesy Baseball-Reference.com; through Aug. 29. 
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The Unnatural 


After losing in the clutch, 
and in the courts, Messi 
threw himself into 
Barcelona preparations. 


Lionel Messi looked in crisis this summer. 
All it took for a turnaround? A drastic dye job 
and a return to the pitch for Barcelona. 


BY BRUCE SCHOENFELD 
AN ESPNFC COLLABORATION 


wo days after Lionel Messi’s 
29th birthday, his carefully 
constructed life seemed set to 
unravel. A botched penalty 
kick in yet one more failed fi- 
nal—this time, June’s Copa 
America Centenario—had led the world’s greatest 
player to tearfully, angrily retire from Argentina’s 
national team. 

In hindsight, the timing should not have come as 
a surprise. “For one reason or another,” says Mario 
Kempes, Argentina’s World Cup hero of 1978, “at 
that age a footballer begins to decline.” 

At 29, Diego Maradona was in a cocaine-fueled 
slide that would result in a 15-month suspension. 
David Beckham scored just four times in 30 games 
for Real Madrid and looked toward a soft landing in 
MLS. Ronaldinho, who'd score only once more in 
his international career, flaunted his irrelevance by 
wearing No. 80 for AC Milan. Transcendent at 18, 
Michael Owen by 29 had gone to Madrid and back 
and was gambling heavily. Ronaldo was fat. 

Messi had always seemed immune to such human 
failings. For almost a decade, longer than any of 
those players, he had dealt with the pressure of being 
called the best in the world. But last October, follow- 
ing years of inquiry by the Spanish government, he 
and his father, Jorge (who is also his agent), had 
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been charged with tax fraud after placing sponsor- 
ship earnings in offshore accounts. The trial had 
begun in May, a verdict was imminent, a prison sen- 
tence possible. For the preternaturally private Messi, 
it was a crushing blow. 

By thetime he led Argentina into MetLife Stadium 
for the Copa America final on June 26, his frustration 
with not being able to win a major senior competi- 
tion for his country had reached a boil. In both the 
2014 World Cup and the 2015 Copa America, Argen- 
tina had lost emotional finals. 

“He suffered,” Jorge says now. “He had tried ev- 
erything he could on behalf of the team. He has 
given a lot, and in a thousand ways.” 

This summer was meant to be different. Argen- 
tina was primed to dominate this special edition 
of the Copa America, held in the United States to 
celebrate the event’s 100th anniversary. “Tell them 
not to bother coming home if they don’t,” Mara- 
dona had said. Indeed, Argentina trounced the 
hemisphere, dispatching Chile, Panama, Bolivia, 
Venezuela and the U.S. by a combined 18-2 score. 
But in the final in New Jersey, in a rematch with 
Chile, a Messi-led Argentina again proved to be less 
than the sum of its parts, playing 120 minutes to a 
scoreless tie. 

Messi stepped up to take the first penalty kick. 
In goal was Claudio Bravo, then his Barcelona 
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teammate—but also the specter of Maradona, who'd 
single-handedly copped the 1986 World Cup for Ar- 
gentina and hasn’t let anyone, least of all Messi, forget 
it. Bravo lunged right; Messi shot toward the gaping 
hole to Bravo’s left. But he hit the ball too high, spin- 
ning it and Argentina’s hopes into the night. Messi 
covered his face with his hands. 

He cried in the locker room, then announced that 
he was done playing for Argentina. “The product of 
real sadness,” says former Argentine international 
Ossie Ardiles, “after losing another final.” 

On July 6, Messi was found guilty of tax fraud, 
made a payment of $5.5 million to the government, 
was fined the equivalent of more than $2 million 
more and given a suspended sentence of 21 months 
in prison. When he showed up in Barcelona with 
shocking platinum-colored hair, supporters and 
doubters alike began to wonder: Is this what the 
beginning of Leo Messi’s decline looks like? 

Then he stepped onto the field at Camp Nou for 
the start of another season and began to play. 


ITHAS LONG been apparent that the world’s greatest 
football player has few passions beyond having a 
ball at his feet and figuring out where he wants to 
put it. Ifhe isn’t doing that on a patch of grass, he’s 
likely doing it on a PlayStation or an Xbox. His fi- 
nances don’t interest him in the least; he cedes all 
control of them to his father. One reason the trial 
was so difficult for Messi is that he had to engage 
with them himself—something the prosecutor ad- 
mitted he might never have done. 

“He has a very special way of being,” says Robert 
Fernandez, Barcelona’s technical director. “A lot of 
the important stars have complicated lives, but not 
Leo. He has a simplicity. He’s very local, very ab- 
sorbed in his immediate circle.” 

No matter how you approach Messi, he yields ... 
nothing. Few athletes are as consistent in their opac- 
ity. In 2009, author and political writer John Carlin, 
who has lived in Buenos Aires and Barcelona and 
contributes a soccer column to Spain’s El Pais, was 
granted a short session with Messi. That’s a rarity, 
like access to the queen of England. Yet Carlin end- 
ed their interview with 10 minutes left. It wasn’t 
Messi’s fault; he just had nothing he wanted to say. 

“Outside of football, he’s like a fish out of water,” 
Carlin says now, “and I mean that almost literally. 
He comes alive only when he crosses that white line. 
When he plays, he’s vibrantly, magnificently alive. 
He gets such joy from it—not just from scoring but 
creating goals for others. You'd think it would grind 
him down after a while, that he’d lose his zest for it. 
Yet he’s still as excited to play as a little kid.” 

If Messi has a secret weapon, an edge beyond his 


THE GREATEST EVER? 


Messi hasn’t won a senior 
international title, but his 
numbers make a strong case. 
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obvious talent and intense competitiveness, that 
would be it. Messi’s favorite activity is to win a foot- 
ball game, but his second-favorite might be to draw 
or lose one. Ifthere’s no game, he'll practice. “When- 
ever I get there, his car is already there,” says mid- 
fielder Arda Turan, who joined Barcelona in 2015 
from Atletico Madrid. “He comes earlier, leaves 
later. He just loves it.” 

Messi almost never willingly leaves the field, no 
matter if his team is up by multiple goals in the sec- 
ond half or if more crucial games are on Barcelona’s 
horizon. Substitute for him with time remaining, a 
string of Barcelona managers has learned, and he'll 
make his displeasure known with pouts and silence. 

Last season Barcelona played 38 games in La 
Liga. Apart from five-plus games he missed in the 
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fall with a torn medial collateral ligament, Messi sat 
only 160 of the nearly 3,500 minutes. And when the 
game ends, he doesn’t want to leave the stadium. 
“I’m used to being the last person,” he said in his 
speech accepting the 2012 Ballon d’Or. “I like the 
dressing room. Besides,” he added, “I don’t have any- 
thing better to do.” 

Messi was clearly bothered by recent events after 
he rejoined Barcelona in July. “He felt such respon- 
sibility for missing the penalty, he almost couldn’t 
forgive himself,’ says Juan Pablo Sorin, the former 
defender who captained Argentina’s 2006 World 
Cup team and who has remained close with Messi. 
“It was a great disappointment for him.” But as soon 
as workouts started, Messi channeled his frustration 
into his game. “It’s the same as every other year,” 
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explains Javier Mascherano, a teammate on both 
Argentina and Barcelona. “We say every season that 
he looks more motivated than the season before.” 

In Barcelona’s La Liga opener against Real Betis 
at the end of August, that motivation showed itself 
in two glittering goals. In the first half, Messi moved 
left across the box with the ball and threaded a shot 
through a gap that opened only in that moment. 
Later he barreled up the middle, launching a precise 
strike that no keeper on earth had a chance to stop. 
“He reads the game,” Sorin says. “He finds perfect 
spaces to do what he wants to do. And what he does 
are things you can’t even imitate with a video game.” 

He conducted the offense from deep in the hole, 
often with four or five teammates between him and 
the goal, his blond hair shining like a beacon. Be- 
tween bursts of action, he stroked his beard like he 
was surprised to find it so bushy. On one occasion, 
he circled back into his half for a pass from Luis Su- 
arez off a blocked Betis corner. Then he made arun 
up the right side and crossed the ball down the left 
flank, looking like no one so much as Xavi, or maybe 
Beckham, or maybe Beckenbauer. But then there he 
was again, having sprinted to receive the ball beside 
the net. He was met by an alarmed Antonio Adan, 
the Betis keeper, who watched helplessly as Messi 
sent a perfect ball to Suarez for an easy goal. “It isn’t 
just us who are surprised to see what he can do,’ says 
Barcelona midfielder Ivan Rakitic. “I think all the 
people who’ve watched him these past 10 years are 
surprised every day.” 

Betis was pounded 6-2. Yet Gus Poyet, its man- 
ager, couldn’t even be properly disconsolate. “As an 
aficionado of football, it was a pleasure to see him 
play,’ he said. He shrugged. “I enjoy it.” 


A STRIP OF beef, dredged through egg and bread- 
crumbs, then fried in hot oil: The milanesa is Argen- 
tina’s unofficial national dish. In Messi’s first few 
years in Barcelona, he'd eat it several times a week, at 
restaurants with Argentine names like La Pampa and 
Ushuaia. These days, he sees the value of a vegetable, 
or at least a piece of fish. But his desire to bring his 
homeland with him to Barcelona hasn’t waned. 

He still gravitates toward the South Americans 
in the locker room, though he has spent more of his 
life in Spain than Argentina. He still has a mark- 
edly Argentine accent and by all accounts hasn’t 
mastered Catalan. “He’s one of us,” says Matias 
Lammens, the president of Argentina’s first-divi- 
sion club San Lorenzo. “He speaks like an Argen- 
tine. He’s always talking about Argentina. Nobody 
here sees him as an outsider.” Lammens insists that 
Messi will finish his career with at least one season 
in Argentina, most likely playing for his childhood 
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HISTORY 7.15.07 COPA AMERICA 


OF Messi scores two goals in the 


knockouts, but Argentina 
DESPAIR 


loses 3-0 to Brazil in the final. 


club of Newell’s Old Boys in Rosario, where he 
owns an apartment. Yet as seen by his hasty retire- 
ment, his relationship with Argentine football re- 
mains troubled. 

“At Barcelona, they all know how to relate to each 
other,’ Jorge Messi says. That isn’t true, he implies, 
of the national team, which has used seven manag- 
ers (including Maradona) during Messi’s tenure. 

Argentina is a complicated place. A New World 
country populated with the sons and daughters of 
European immigrants, it holds itself superior to its 
continental neighbors, yet it struggles to find foot- 
ing on the world stage. For economic or political 
reasons, many of the brightest, most ambitious 
Argentines emigrate. Those who stay behind often 
seem to resent them. “If you live abroad, somehow 
they treat you like you're not 100 percent Argentin- 
ian,” says Ardiles, who left Buenos Aires for Totten- 
ham Hotspur after the 1978 World Cup and has lived 
almost exclusively as an expatriate since. 

Sure enough, Maradona’s time in Barcelona after 


For the second straight 
World Cup, Argentina loses to 
Germany in the quarterfinals. 


** 


a | 


7.3.10 WORLD CUP 7.16.11 COPA AMERICA 


On home turf, Argentina falls 
to Uruguay in a PK shootout 
in the quarterfinals. 


the 1982 World Cup coincided with a three-year 
hiatus from playing for country. Messi was already 
a major star with Barcelona when he was finally 
accepted as an essential piece of the national team, 
but not until the 2014 World Cup was the team 
actively built around his brilliance. 

At Barcelona, Messi is deeply inculcated in the 
culture of the organization, for which he has played 
at some level for 16 years. “He was born here as a 
football player,’ Fernandez says. “Inside this city. 
Inside this club. It’s very hard for a player to start 
learning things differently somewhere else.” 

“After he missed the penalty and we lost the final, 
there was a lot of talk that he somehow doesn’t care 
as much about Argentina,” Ardiles adds. “It was 
completely unfair. Of course he doesn’t play for Ar- 
gentina how he plays for Barcelona. How could he? 
He has Argentine teammates that he doesn’t even 
know. The first time he meets them is at the game.” 

Messi’s retirement from international play felt 
unplanned. Maradona has even suggested that 
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7.13.14 WORLD CUP 
Argentina makes it to the final 
but loses to Germany yet 
again—this time in extra time. 


Messi staged it to distract fans from yet another 
disappointment. In reality, he had been consider- 
ing quitting since as far back as 2011. The pressure 
put on him to lead Argentina to victory is suffocat- 
ing, far worse than in Barcelona. “It’s a tragedy,” 
Ardiles says. “He shouldn’t have to prove anything 
to anyone.” 

So why go back? It’s true that some say he needs 
to win a World Cup to surpass Pele or Maradona as 
history’s greatest player. But those who know foot- 
ball reject that as absurd, especially after he was 
named the top player of the tournament in 2014. “If 
he doesn’t ever win, he will still be the best who ever 
played,” Kempes says. 

Rather, Kempes believes playing for Argentina is 
a manifestation of Messi’s patriotism. “He loves the 
Argentine shirt,” he explains. “He wants Argentina 
to win. He wants to win for Argentina.” 

“He knows very well that things must change with 
the Argentine Federation,” Jorge Messi says. “He 
decided that he’d prefer to help change them from 


7.4.15 COPA AMERICA 
Messi makes his PK, but 
Argentina falls to Chile 4-1 in 
a shootout in the final. 
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“HE KNOWS THINGS 
MUST GHANGE 


6.26.16 COPA AMERICA 
A second straight PK shoot- 
out loss to Chile in the final— 
and this time, Messi misses. 


the inside rather than criticize from the outside.” 

Once Messi had returned to Barcelona, the na- 
tional team’s latest manager called him. Edgardo 
Bauza, an Argentine who has had 11 jobs since 
1998 without working in Europe, was smart. He 
didn’t try to convince Messi that playing would 
help his reputation at home. Nor did he dangle 
comparisons to Maradona. Instead, he noted that 
Messi will be rooting for Argentina in the World 
Cup for the rest of his life. Every four years, he'll sit 
in the stands and exhort his countrymen to win. In 
Russia, he has one more chance to help them actu- 
ally do it. 

The approach worked. Shortly before La Liga 
started in August, the AFA issued a statement con- 
firming that Messi would suit up for Argentina’s 
qualifiers, beginning with Uruguay and Venezuela 
in September. The news was a relief to Argentines 
everywhere. “His decision to play with the national 
team is a very good thing for Argentina and for foot- 
ball in general,” says Tottenham manager Mauricio 


IN THE ARGENTINE 
FEDERATION.” 


JORGE MESSI 


Pochettino, who played for Newell’s Old Boys in 
Messi’s hometown and tried to counter his Barcelona 
brilliance as the manager of Espanyol. “Argentina 
with Messi is a very different team.” 

No South American nation has won a World Cup 
held in Europe since Brazil in 1958. Yet Messi’s re- 
turn suddenly places Argentina among the favorites, 
ratcheting the pressure even higher. For only the 
second time since 2007, the team’s FIFA ranking is 
No. 1 in the world. “With Leo,” Sorin says, “every- 
thing is now possible.” 


THE BEGINNING OF the end for Leo Messi? We don’t 
know what that looks like. 

So let’s consider the last moments of a game, one 
with no special significance: the first in a season 
with more than 50 to come. Against Betis in the 
82nd minute, Barcelona has victory in hand. Still, 
there is no winding down for Messi. He pushes the 
ball forward with pace. He lines up to take a free 
kick but defers to Suarez, who arcs in his third 
goal. Messi celebrates more than he did for either 
of his own. 

Inthe 87th minute, he makes another run through 
the middle, playing as though the score is tied, not 
6-2. Messi is 29, he is 18, he is a chaval back in Rosa- 
rio. “He’s still the person he always was,” his father 
says. “The kid he always was.” 

He threads the ball to Lucas Digne’s foot—couldn’t 
have spotted it better ifhe had walked over and placed 
it. When Adan deflects Digne’s shot for yet another 
Barcelona corner, Messi strides into position. 

At that moment, he doesn’t care about the mil- 
lions he must pay to the Spanish government, nor 
the missed penalty against Chile, nor anything 
else but football. “It makes him happy,’ Turan says. 

Messi leans forward in anticipation. The ball is 
on the way. @ 
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Innovation HAUL OF FAME 


that excites 


With an integrated quick-release gooseneck hitch and available Cummins’ 
V8 Turbo Diesel, the Nissan TITAN® XD makes you the most valuable player 
on any team. Head over to NissanHeismanHouse.com and vote for the 


next Heisman Trophy winner. 
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FANTASY. Do not attempt. Youre not a Heisman Trophy winner. You can't tow the Heisman House. 2017 Nissan TITAN XD Platinum Reserve 4x4 shown. Towing capability varies by 
configuration, See Nissan Towing Guide and Owners Manual for additional information. Always wear your seat belt, and please don't drink and drive. ©2016 Nissan North America, Inc. 
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WHO 
MARCUS MARIOTA, 
2014 HEISMAN TROPHY 
WINNER AT OREGON, 
TITANS QUARTERBACK 
WHAT 

NISSAN'S HEISMAN 
HOUSE PHOTO SHOOT 


WHEN 


JUNE 29, 


3:46 P.M. PT 


WHERE 


PASADENA, CALIF. 


“Every year, the creative team for the 
Nissan Heisman House shoot seems 
to push the envelope on how funny | 
can be. They actually wanted me to sing 
this year. Luckily for everyone, that 
didn’t happen. Each scene was already 
set up when we got to the house, so we 
were able to walk around and look at 
them all. [2009 Heisman winner] Mark 
Ingram was just around the corner in 
the hallway, and he and the other guys 
thought this scene was hilarious. 
Honestly, the attention to detail was 
amazing. And when we looked a little 
closer, we saw there was no water in 
the tub, just ducks. | only wanted eight, 
but they wanted more. How many? 

| didn’t count. | just had fun with it.” 
—MARIOTA, AS TOLD TO BRIAN GINSBERG 
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Today's kids meals have 
lost their way. 

They neglect the very 
people they were meant 
to feed. At Panera 

we believe kids shouldn't 
have to imagine what's 

in their food. 


©2016 Panera Bread. All Rights Reserved. 


Food as it should be: 


No artificial flavors, 
preservatives, sweeteners or 


colors from artificial sources. 


Let kids make their own 
choices from a menu full of 
tasty, wholesome options. 
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Fanera 


BREAD 


No cartoon characters, crazy 
colors, toys, or toy-shaped food. 


Growing bodies need a meal 
complete with nutritious sides 
like organic yogurt, sprouted 
grain rolls, or apples. 


Kids meals shouldn't encourage 
kids to drink a sugary beverage. 
Ours never have, never will. 
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THE NEW FACE OF LA FOOTBALL IS A MAN OF FEW WORDS 
AND MANY YARDS. ARE YOU READY TO BE ENTERTAINED? 


BY JASON REID | A collaboration with The Undefeated 
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BREAKTHROUGH ARTIST 
Even though he played only 
13 games, Gurley had 
more big plays than any 
other back last year. 


5 RUSHES OF 


40-PLUS YARDS 
(1ST IN NFL) 
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STRIKES BACK 


WHEREIN THE HECK 
IS TODD GURLEY? 


Theicrowd at Rams'trainine campin Irvine; 
Californias is eager to) get home: Practice 
wrapped gOmunutes ago) and the late-atter- 
noon sun isotterthan preseason NEL buzz, 
Most days, Gutley works the rope line just 
off the right corner of the field: Put some- 
thing in front of the taming back, he I sign 
it. Point a camera at himj he lpose: Need a 
shoutout, he’s got you. He's allabout the fans. 
Today, however, the fans have'to wait. 

Gurley stands on the hashmarks, waxing 
poetic. He’s on a roll about Rams running 
backs from days gone by, straight-up lectur- 
ing on the football magic of Eric Dickerson, 
Marshall Faulk and Jerome Bettis. 

“Man, those guys are legends,” he says. 
“They played for a long time and did stuff 
guys only dream about. I’m young. I’m just 
getting started. ... I’m trying to get there, 
for sure.” 

Forgive the requisite Hollywood tie-in to 
the Rams’ return to LA, but Gurley is a run- 
ning back straight out of central casting, 
despite—or maybe because of—his surgi- 
cally reconstructed left knee. Just try to find 
a young back right now with a better combi- 
nation of cutback ability, speed and power. 
Or one more motivated to prove that his 
Year 1 splash—1,106 yards and AP Offensive 
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In Year 1 for the 12 
first-round RBs 
since ‘09, only Doug 
Martin ran for more 
yards (1,454) and 
only David Wilson 
averaged more ypc 
(5.0 to Gurley’s 4.8). 


ROY in just 13 games—was just the begin- 
ning of a built-for-the-long-haul career. 
The problem isn’t Gurley’s potential. It’s 
that the Rams, after 21 seasons in St. Louis, 
are all about the LA life now. And they're 
not returning home with a winning touch— 
they haven't had that in along time. So Gur- 
ley doesn’t have time to try to get there. 
After last year’s 7-9 season, the Rams need 
him to carry the offense, at least until rook- 
ie QB Jared Goff gets his stance under him. 
Legend time begins now. 


THEY CALLED LOS ANGELES home for 49 years, 
but the Rams are now nomads, with team 
operations spread throughout the city, Ven- 
tura and Orange counties. They need to win 
back fans they abandoned in the mid-1990s 
and attract a new generation of ticket buyers 
without much of a sizzle reel. The Rams 
haven't qualified for the playoffs since 2004. 
They last had a winning season in 2003. In 
the short term, all the fuss around “The Re- 
turn of Football to LA” will drive attendance. 
But as any team owner, big market or small, 
will tell you, it takes victories and marquee 
names to keep the people coming back. 
Goffis part of the plan. Los Angeles lever- 
aged some of its future by trading six draft 
picks, including two first-rounders, for the 
right to pick him first overall this year. (It 
also got two back). The Rams are exercising 


patience with their rookie QB in the early 
going, though, and all the hits he took in the 
pocket during preseason show it might be 
awhile before he catches up to the speed of 
the NFL game. 

It’s Gurley who has to put butts in seats. 
Since he came into the league, he has made 
a habit of oh-wow moments. Remember 
that ridiculous 71-yard touchdown run 
against the 49ers in Week 8, when Gurley 
sprinted through a hole untouched and out- 
raced safety Eric Reid the final 53 yards? 
Doesn't seem right that someone can move 
so fast at 6-foot-1 and damn-near 230 
pounds. A week later brought an SMH 
touchdown against the Vikings. Hit by two 
defenders after leaping from about the 
3-yard line, Gurley maintained his balance 
and broke a tackle before spinning into the 
end zone. And for overall degree of difficulty, 
check Gurley’s 5-yard scoring run in Week 14 
against the Lions. Running to his left after a 
deep handoff at the 10, Gurley got to the cor- 
ner, took off again from a few yards out, but 
this time he adjusted his body in midair to 
elude safety Glover Quin, essentially dunk- 
ing the ball into the end zone near the pylon. 

“That’s why we drafted him,” says Rams 
head coach Jeff Fisher. 


WATCHING GURLEY AT field level, it’s the cut- 
backs that get you. Just ask Mike Shanahan. 


In 20 years as an NFL head coach, no one 
was more committed to the running game— 
or had more success at it with a variety of 
backs, from Terrell Davis to Clinton Portis 
to Mike Anderson. Shanahan sees Gurley 
helping Goff get in the game. 

“With a back like that, teams have to play 
the run with gap responsibilities,” he says. 
“[The quarterback] can sit back in the pock- 
et because [the defense] has to play run 
first. ... And he’s a lot like Dickerson, where 
any time he touches the ball he has a chance 
to go the distance.” 

Gurley last season became the first rook- 
ie in NFL history with at least 125 rushing 
yards in four consecutive games. In Rams 
history, only three rookie runners have 
gained at least 1,000 yards: Dickerson, Bet- 
tis and Gurley. But the most telling number 
from 2015 was 47. That’s the number of 
tackles he broke, according to Pro Football 
Focus. Seventh highest in the league at his 
position. As a rookie. “There are backs in 
the league who have quickness and accel- 
eration,” Fisher says. “But he’s violent after 
contact. At the same time, as a defender, 
you know he'll make you miss as quick as 
he'll run over you.” 

That’s what’s been giving offensive coor- 
dinators around the league Gurley envy. Any 
one of them would gladly script plays for the 
guy who was 29th in ESPN’s 2016 ranking 
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of the NFL's top 100 players, tops among 
second-year pros and the second running 
back, behind No. 12 Adrian Peterson. “Rare 
combination of balance and elusiveness,” 
one NFC East offensive coordinator offers. 
“He is a great finisher with excellent in- 
stincts in the hole, and he gets to the second 
level in a hurry.” Says an NFC South offen- 
sive coordinator, “What separates him from 
other guys ... is he can make his cuts without 
slowing down. He is through the hole before 
it closes. The pursuit can’t get there.” 

Or as Dickerson more succinctly puts it: 
“This boy can run.” 


GURLEY MISSED FOUR games of the 2014 
season at Georgia, serving a suspension af- 
ter receiving more than $3,000 for signing 
memorabilia. His first game back was 
against Auburn. With 5 minutes and 21 sec- 


onds remaining in the fourth quarter and 
Georgia leading 27-7, his left leg planted 
awkwardly on a 6-yard run. He tore his ACL 
and was out for the season. 

A franchise back is the player youre wait- 
ing to see get up after the others peel them- 
selves off the pile on top of him. Eddie 
George, in an interview with Esquire last 
September, defined the running back role 
as “me and 11 defenders trying to take me 
down.” This time, Gurley didn’t get up. 

After nearly a year of rehab, he fell to the 
Rams at No. 10 overall in the 2015 draft. 
“These guys only come out once every 10 
years,” Fisher told the NFL Network last 
season. “We had done all of our research 
with the knee. We were just hopeful that 
someone didn’t trade up ahead of us.” They 
limited his work in camp and continued to 
pump the brakes once the season began, not 
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fully integrating him into the offense until 
Week 4. With the Rams out of playoff con- 
tention, they sat him in Week 17. 

But in between, he was a workhorse. Ac- 
cording to ESPN Stats & Information, Gur- 
ley accounted for 27.2 percent of the Rams’ 
scrimmage yards last season, the seventh- 
highest such percentage of any player in the 
NFL. Ifyou count only the 13 games he ac- 
tually played, he topped the league at 35.8 
percent of his team’s yards. That’s Adrian 
Peterson (33.2 percent) territory. 

And there are no doubts that Gurley’s 
touches will go up. Shortly after the team 
drafted Goff, GM Les Snead said, “Don’t 
worry about throwing the ball, you have to 
learn to turn around and hand it to 30.” 


UNTILAPLAYER comes back from a ligament 
tear, there’s a chance he won't. But Gurley 
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was drafted in 2015, not 1915. Nowadays 
injured athletes have decent odds. That’s 
what Dickerson thought while he waited for 
Gurley’s name to be called. “I really was 
shocked [he slipped to 10th],” he says. 
Nine other teams had a chance to get 
him. Now they have to stop him. “They're 
mad at themselves,” Bettis says. “That’s one 
of those situations where some teams say, 
‘Ah, no, we can’t pick him in the first round 
... coming in with an ACL injury: Well, ev- 
erybody who doubted him, he proved them 
wrong.” What Gurley himself doesn’t yet 
know is what it will be like to be the man, to 
be the load bearer, to take the beating you 
take when the defense knows the QB’s job 
is to turn around and hand it to 30, maybe 
30 times a game, for a full 16-game season. 
What he doesn’t know is what it’s like to do 
that in a city that has been hungering for 
football so long, their memories are on VHS 
tapes in a box in the closet. What he doesn’t 
yet know is what it will take to do that, week 
in and week out, for a coach who addressed 


HE'S VIOLENT 
AFTER CONTACT. 
AT THE SAME 
TIME, ASA 
DEFENDER, YOU 
KNOW HE'LL 
MAKE YOU 
MISS AS QUICK 
AS HE’LLRUN 
YOU OVER.” 


JEFF FISHER, 
ON GURLEY’S 
RUNNING STYLE 


a preseason team meeting on Hard Knocks 
by saying, “I’m not f---ing going 7-9.” 


CASE KEENUM, THE Rams likely starting QB 
(for now), drops back and rushes a swing 
pass that looks to be out of anyone’s reach. 
Gurley pops out of the backfield some- 
where, races past several now-burned de- 
fenders and catches the ball just along the 
right sideline as ifit had been meant for him 
all along. As it went last season, so it goes in 
training camp. Time after time, Gurley 
darts into an opening that seems too small 
for arunner halfhis size and emerges on the 
other side of the crowd with the ball. He 
makes it look easy. There’s no question who 
the best player on the field is. 

He hears the buzz. Does he know what 
people are saying about him, the potential 
they think he has? Gurley nods quietly. He’s 
heard similar stuff since he was a high 
school standout in football and track grow- 
ing up in tiny Tarboro, North Carolina. But 
he knows he’s not in Tarboro anymore, or 


St. Louis either. “There’s definitely a lot go- 
ing on out here,” Gurley says of LA. “Every- 
where you look, you got the best of the best 
out here, it’s crazy.” 

He deflects talk of himself to talk of the 
team, his O-linemen, and you can see their 
connection. After running plays in practice, 
linemen hustle to help him up, a sign of re- 
spect. When he breaks offa long run, team- 
mates cheer and share in the excitement. “I 
just come in and try to be me,’ Gurley says. 

As he finally approaches the rope line at 
the Rams’ practice field, the crowd has 
grown and fans are chanting, “Gur-ley, Gur- 
ley, Gur-ley!” Moments before, looking out 
at the field, maybe soaking up the moment, 
he takes it back, the way the NFL’ greats 
have done for years: Pretend the pressure 
isn’t real and talk football. 

His no-worries quote game is already leg- 
endary: “It’s a game you've been playing for 
your whole life—that part hasn’t changed,” 
he says. “So just go out and play. Just do 
what you know you can do.” 
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TODAY'S OFFENSES ARE NEARLY IMPOSSIBLE TO SLOW DOWN. BENGALS 
PRO BOWLER ADAM JONES SHOWS US HOW TO PUMP THE BRAKES. 


BY DAVID FLEMING 


Inside Cincinnati’s dark and deserted 
players’ cafeteria, Adam Jones chuckles to 
himself as the rest of the Bengals joyously 


fly toward the stadium exits, free from 
another grueling session in the dog days 
of training camp. Jones, a first-round 
draft pick by Tennessee in 2005, insists 
he’s finally content right here—alone, out 


of the spotlight, talking football. At 32, he 
has matured from the player who was 
suspended for the entire 2007 season after 
repeated off-the-field issues, including 
involvement in a shooting outside of a 

Las Vegas strip club. Now Jones is a 

Pro Bowl cornerback and an enthusiastic 
student of the game—a trait on full 


display in the cafeteria. Minutes after 
sitting down, he shed his backpack and 
collected two fistfuls of a visitor's shirt to 
illustrate a point about press coverage. By 
the end of the afternoon, his hands-on 
lecture revealed exactly how NFL 
offenses, and Jones himself, have evolved. 


THE MAG: Take us back to your rookie year. 
What did offenses look like in 2005? 
JONES: It was power football—fullbacks 
and running backs and tight ends who 
blocked. In 2005, corners had to tackle. If 
you wouldn't tackle, you wouldn’t play. 
Now you see lots of quick stuff, spread, 
West Coast, lots of on-the-ball, no-huddle. 
When I started, Peyton Manning was 
about the only one doing what every QB is 
doing now: going to the line, reading the 
defense and checking out of plays. His 
approach was probably the biggest thing 
that changed for offenses. The smart QB. 
The studying QB. The QB who can read 
when the safety is creeping down or see 
that the linebacker is a little more outside 
and switch to a better play. It’s all about get- 
ting that last chess move before the snap. 


PAUL KURODA/ZUMA PRESS/NEWSCOM 


So what would an old base offensive 
formation from 2005 look like? 

It’s called Ace: two wide receivers, a 
fullback, a running back. [See Figure 1, 
right. ] You'd have a tight end blocking. 
Tight splits on the line. QB under center. 
There'd be a big power back like Jerome 
Bettis behind an even bigger fullback. 

And now? 

The fullback—poof—gone. The whole 
league is moving away from power 
football. So no fullback, no big back, and 
the tight end won't be a big-ass slow guy 
close to the line; he'll be running like a 
receiver. Add three-, four-wide to the 
picture, linemen spread out, more 
zone-blocking, pass-blocking, QB in 
shotgun, ball out quick. 

If |had to pick one thing to show the 
offensive evolution, I’d go with tight ends. 
When I got drafted, Antonio Gates was the 
only tight end running like a wide receiver. 
Now every goddamn tight end is running 
like hell—and fast as hell. [Figure 3, right. ] 
That’s a big, big difference. That’s the 
biggest mismatch going. If you got a good 
No. 1 receiver and a good tight end, it 
makes it really hard. You can’t double both. 
So pick your poison. 

Whatelse has changed? 

Just today we watched film off and on 
from 7 a.m. until 5:30. We practiced for 
maybe two hours. So that should tell you 
how much of a mental game this is now. 
Lots of kids are coming into the NFL dumb 
as hell and they can’t pick up a defense. 
With what we face from offenses, you have 
to be able to check out of three calls in a few 
seconds before every play. If the receivers 
are lined up two-by-two, were playing this 
coverage—wait, nope, now they shifted to 
three-by-one, now we're playing another 
call. If had a son and he was gifted like me 
at football, the main thing I would stress to 
him is the mental aspect of the game. 

Give me an example. 

OK, so when I’m in press coverage in a 
cover 3 and I know the safety or the 
linebacker is down toward the line of 
scrimmage and I have help on the inside, 
I knowif my guy releases outside, he can 


only run two routes. What’s he gonna run? 
Me? I like a fly route. 

Uh-huh, a go route, yep. 

Oracurl. 

Acomeback, yep. See, before the ball is 
even snapped, I’ve already eliminated the 
rest of the playbook. Now you can spread 
the field, play four wides, get the ball out 
fast, go no-huddle; doesn’t matter, I’ve 
taken the advantage back. Offenses move 
so fast—if you're out there thinking in the 
middle of a play, it’s too late. 

Problem is, whenever defenses start to 
dominate offenses, they change the rules to 
protect the golden goose. 

So many rules now. [Figure 2, right. ] You 
just have to hone your craft even more 
because the whole thing is set up for me 
not to be good. My mentality now is so 
different than it used to be. I’m walking up 
in press coverage and I’m thinking to 
myself, “I gotta guard this guy within the 
rules.” I knowif I even touch him after 

6, 7 yards downfield they're gonna flag me. 
It makes you focus on little stuff. Focus on 
your feet at the line—that’s how you have 
to win the route, by being in good position. 
I used to go up, quick-jam the guy, keep 
my hands on him and then wait and feel 
and turn when he turned. Can’t do that 
now. Focusing on the little stuffis the 
biggest change in how I play. 

Seems like your approach with everything 
has changed. 

Tlook at when I first came out, dumb as 
bricks. Now every day I’m calling out plays 
in practice to the point where linebacker 
Vincent Rey says, “Man, you must have a 
cheat sheet in your pocket!” When you're 
young, you take a lot of stuff for granted. 
There was a point in my life where I wasn’t 
even thinking about a future even existing 
like this for me. When you're the laughing- 
stock of the league and you just got kicked 
out of the league, those are some dark 
times. But I always told myself, “I’m gonna 
get the last laugh.” Every day I still make 

a point to visit my past, all the dumb s--- 

I did. I have to. It’s easy to slip up. Ifyou 
don’t remind yourself, you're gonna wind 
up right back in those situations. G 


1 Ace, a typical 2005 power formation, 
bunches players on the line. TEs 

NEL FORMATION and backs are expected to block. 
CHANGES 2 Today, a spread formation like the 
Flush widens the line, adds two WRs 
and splits the TE. The backs are gone. 
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1 Illegal contact after 5 yards J 
2 Play dead if “in the grasp” J 
3 No hits below the knees (1989) 

4 No contact with helmet (1995) 

5 No horse collar tackle (2005) 

6 No contact with defenseless 
receiver (2009) 


RULE CHANGES TO 
PROTECT OFFENSE 


WIDE RECEIVER 


From 1996 to 2006, there were 
only eight 1,000-yard seasons 
by a tight end. Since then, there have 


THE EVOLUTION OF been 19, including four in 2015. 


TE PRODUCTION 


m2006 m2015 


TOTAL TE TARGETS 1,927 RECEPTIONS 


2,515 RECEPTIONS 


TE RECEIVING TDs 


158 211 
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DEAL HIM IN 
Luck’s $140 million contract 
includes $87 million 


$64M guaranteed, the highest 

among current QBs. 
: + = 
$65M 


ANDREW LUCK DOESN'T THINK HE’S 
A BIG DEAL EVEN IF HE JUST SIGNED 
ONE. BUT HE ALSO KNOWS IT’S TIME 
TO DO SOME VERY BIG THINGS. 


BY JUSTIN HECKERT 
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Andrew Luck 


NFL 2016 


HE WENT OUT 
AS ASTRANGER 
INTO THE GITY. 
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On mornings before night games, he went 
Out walkins, when the street was pretty 
imuch empty. He was always in disguise, 
Stopping short, he joked, Of wearing a pros- 
thetic nose, He putomasockcapor ball cap 
and sunglasses above fis meclobeard. He 
misht drape himselt ima coat or a hoodie. 
le wore headphones and rolled Italian 
Compression socks toynis kneecaps, wore 
black flat-bottom CrossFit shoes and soccer 
Shorts. /he walks were a chance to clear his 
Read, and themorning of a night game was 
the best time to go. He had all day to con- 
Sider what awaited him, and sitting at a 
hoteland thinking about the game, about 
the expectations of him, might make any- 
one else insane. 

He wouldn't tell anybody where he was 
going. In Cincinnati, he walked across the 
bridge just to say he had set foot in Ken- 
tucky. In Buffalo, he walked circles around 
the hotel parking lot. In St. Louis, he wan- 
dered along the river, far past the stadium, 
into the middle of nowhere along the water. 
One person who ran into him a few years 
ago, walking down an empty street, remem- 
bers he cut a menacing figure. “I see this 
huge guy in a big trench coat and this major 
beard, wearing a hat and sunglasses, and 
I’m going, ‘Oh Lord, protect me,” said 
Clyde Christensen, then the quarterbacks 
coach for the Colts. “I was scared to death. 
But the closer I got, I said ... ‘Oh, for good- 
ness’ sake, that’s just Andrew Luck-” 


ANDREW LUCK IS not in disguise as he lowers 
himself into the passenger seat of my two- 
door Honda Civic, 24 hours after signing 
the most lucrative contract in NFL history: 
a six-year, $140 million deal with $87 mil- 
lion guaranteed. He’s leaving the Univer- 
sity of Indianapolis rec center after taking 
snaps from an imaginary center, thwacking 
the ball into his palm and dropping back 
while a camera crew filmed a commercial 
for the sports drink BodyArmor, a company 
in which he owns a stake. 

“Hondas are good cars,” he says, shutting 
the door. He and his sister shared an Accord 
at Stanford. (In talking to his teammates, 
not one but two of them will ask me the rhe- 
torical, “If Andrew were a car, which car 
would he be?” They both answer: Subaru 
hatchback. Him, personified.) 

I joke about catching Luck in the after- 
glow of one of the biggest days of his life. 
Must’ve been a hell of a day. What’d he buy 
to celebrate? “Ehhh,” he says. It was not a 
hell of a day. It was an otherwise ordinary 
day. He spent much of it at an event for a 
children’s museum addition he helped de- 
sign. Then he went home and read. 

Turns out the only thing he’s bought 
since the contract signing is a black bean 
wrap from City Cafe. When he admits this, 
he laughs, in a way that some of his team- 
mates describe as goofy, even nerdy: Ehh- 
hyuk-hyuk. When I ask him, seriously, 
about walking in disguise—if that’s really 
what he does, if it’s, as his teammates 
affirm, a way for him to disappear, to get 
out of his head, he levels his gaze. “You're 
going to f--- it all up,” he says with a grin. 
He cuts me off and repeats: “Oh, youre go- 
ing to f--- it all up.” 

The long walks and the fact that he’s not 
really celebrating the contract are clues 
about what Luck expects of himself and 
about how he copes with others’ expecta- 
tions of him. His landmark contract follows 
the worst year in his career, a season in 
which he not only was injured but seemed 
to regress as a quarterback. He threw 12 
picks in seven games, and some of those 
were simply awful, the kind of reckless 
throws scouts thought he had outgrown. It 


PHOTOGRAPHS BY ANDREW HANCOCK 


PAGE 56: MARK SELIGER/ART PARTNER 


A FAST START 


According to Pro Football 
Reference, Luck’s passing 
stats through four 
seasons are some of the 
best in NFL history. 


MOST PASSING TOUCHDOWNS 


MOST PASSING YARDS 


wasn’t unreasonable for GMs to wonder 
whether others— Russell Wilson and Cam 
Newton, foremost—had surpassed him. 
Some of the same execs will also say that 
Luck’s new deal is a bargain for a future 
Hall of Fame quarterback—assuming, of 
course, that he becomes one. 

And that has always been the assump- 
tion. Since his junior year at Stanford, when 
he could have been the top pick in the NFL 
draft if he’d left, Luck has contended with 
the impossible expectations exclusive to 
only a few athletes per generation: that hell 
be not just a great player but a transcendent 
one, that his ridiculous beard will one day 
be cast in bronze. Now his new contract 
leaves no margin for error. 

Luck asks me to take him back to his 
condo so he can shower before dinner. I pull 
out into the street and promise I'll try not 
to kill him, that I’ve never had anyone 
worth so much in the Civic. He slaps me on 
the back and, knowing that I live in Indy, 
tells me not to use my phone for navigation. 
He gives me a pep talk, as if I were his re- 
ceiver: “You can’t use GPS. You know how 
to get there.” When we pull up to the gate in 
the parking garage of his condo, he gives me 
a security code to enter. It doesn’t work. He 
gives me another combination, then an- 
other. Five times, and he can’t figure it out. 
Here’s Andrew Luck, Stanford-educated 
quarterback and now the richest in the 
NEL, locked out. “Wait here,” he says, and 
gets out and hops around the gate. 


LUCK SAYS HE really wants to win a Super 
Bowl. He expects to win a Super Bowl, and 
he talks about it—a lot. He has said those 
two words over and over this summer, in 
signing off phone calls with teammates, as 
a point of emphasis before closing his flip 
phone. “I feel it this year,” he’d say. “I feel 
like we have a good thing going, now all we 
have to do is go and win a Super Bowl. Let’s 
just win a Super Bowl.” 

He has come close. In January 2015, the 
Colts made it to the AFC championship 
game, where Luck stepped temporarily out 
of the shadow of Peyton Manning, a man 
he’d been drafted to replace. It turned out 


MANNING 
VS. LUCK 
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to be avery famous game (something about 
air in footballs). Indy was destroyed by the 
Patriots, and Luck looked like an amateur 
against the aging-but-indestructible Tom 
Brady. Then, after the loss, Luck mistak- 
enly answered “deflated” when asked how 
he was feeling and wished immediately that 
he could take it back. He had built his play- 
ing reputation as someone who didn’t com- 
plain, didn’t make excuses, and it sounded 
like a Freudian slip that he was both com- 
plaining and making an excuse. Which 
drove him nuts. 

When he fails, Luck suffers more than 
most. To witness him walking the sideline 
after he turns the ball over is to see someone 
muttering expletives and hitting the sides 
of his helmet repeatedly—Why did I do 
that? Why did I do that?—as if to bash it 
into his mind forever. Colts offensive line- 
man Anthony Castonzo says he and Luck 
have argued after bad games about who 
sucks more. “He’ll be like, ‘I threw those 
picks because I suck’ We're yelling at each 
other, trying to take the blame.” 

Then there is the matter of his seeming 
reluctance to slide—something he has, al- 
most begrudgingly, vowed to be better at 
this season. He refuses to comment on this 
with me. But Christensen, his former coach, 
offers this startling anecdote: “We were 
playing Jacksonville; he played poorly the 
first quarter. He breaks a run, and instead 
of sliding, he runs dead into two lineback- 
ers. They pummel him. I ask him, ‘What 
were you thinking?’ He said, ‘I’m playing so 
bad, I don’t deserve to slide; I’m not a good 
enough QB; I deserve to get the crap 
knocked out of me’ I said, ‘You were think- 
ing all that on your run?’ He says, ‘Clyde, I 
stink, I’m sorry: Always apologizing, always 
telling other position players, ‘I’m going to 
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play better. 


PLAYOFF 
RECORD 


RECORD 


do-20 


32-32 0-2 


HEISAN eloquent guy, but often those words 
reveal nothing about him. Luck doesn’t like 
to put himself out there, a habit he says he 
developed as his family followed the career 
of his father, former NFL quarterback Oliver 
Luck, who was president and GM ofa Major 
League Soccer team and a commentator for 
the NFL in England and Germany. “I like to 
blend in,” he says. “I’ve always been private, 
even as akid. We moved around a lot. Like 13 
times by the time I was 11. It was my person- 
ality, I think. I didn’t want to stick out ... as 
the new kid.” 

It’s not that he doesn’t want to be around 
people. But at this point in his career he 
knows the expectations that fame carries, 
and he'd rather not. If he wants to be any- 
where with a crowd, it’s with his friends as 
buffers, playing darts on a weeknight, or at 
trivia night, where his team is usually called 
Nic Cage Fan Club (never a “k” in Nic). He 
stays in his condo a lot or goes to farm-to- 
table restaurants where the chefs and staff 
know him and he is left alone. Or some- 
times his mom and dad, when they’e in 
town, bring him food. 

He started the Andrew Luck Book Club 
online this spring because he loves reading 
and wants kids and other people who like 
football to love it too. Though he doesn’t 
have a personal Twitter account, team- 
mates surmise that the book club’s account 
(@ALBookClub) is so amateurish that 
Luck has to be running it himself. It’s true, 
he tells me; it’s actually him, and you can 
look there for breadcrumbs of his personal- 
ity. He uploads videos of himself leaving 
messages for readers, sitting in his condo or 
by Indy’s famous Soldiers and Sailors mon- 
ument, or hosting Q&A’s. A common theme 
of the books is dealing with being alone: 
Gary Paulsen’s Hatchet, Andy Weir’s The 
Martian, Jerry Spinelli’s Maniac Magee. 


TD-INT 


101-55 
I-81 


PASSING YDS 


14,838 


16,418 


Source: ESPN Stats & Information 


But when I ask whether the selections say 
anything about him, he responds, “It was 
unintended. I try not to make a point.” 

Although his former backup, Matt Has- 
selbeck, says Luck is “proud that he can tell 
you the periodic table,” Luck seems almost 
embarrassed by his intellect. Those who 
really know him say he has a complete 
aversion to pop culture, but they also de- 
scribe him as sweetly smooth. There’s a 
story one of his teammates tells about the 
time at Stanford when Luck took his girl- 
friend, Nicole Pechanec, to a dance and 
gave her a corsage, and they pretended to 
be at prom because, having been home- 
schooled, she’d never been to one. He fa- 
mously still uses a flip phone, and his perfect 
day might be making himself oatmeal, go- 
ing to throw, then burying himself in a 
book such as Garth Stein’s The Art of Rac- 
ing in the Rain. 

He can be passive-aggressive off the 
field; if he wants ice cream, or to grab a 
beer, or to go see a movie, he won't actually 
say what he wants. He'll frame it as a ques- 
tion: “Is anyone else feeling ice cream?” 
Or instead of asking someone to get up 
when his girlfriend enters the room, it’s, 
“Where's Nicole going to sit?” He does 
nothing, it seems, without calculation. The 
harder he gets hit on the field, for instance, 
the more energy he projects, bouncing into 
the air with those nasal, corny compli- 
ments that have become iconic, and con- 
fusing, to defenses: “Good hit, big guy!” He 
wants the defenders to get tired, and 
pissed, and it works. 

Luck, an architectural design grad, can 
converse on just about anything, but he also 
communicates in another way, a primal 
way, with force. As we head out of the park- 
ing garage on our way to dinner, he is hit- 
ting my shoulder, slapping me on the back 


to make a point. His hands are huge, and he 
has the strength, as Hasselbeck says, of 
Wolverine. (“He's physical. ... If somebody 
was uncomfortable with that, they would 
be very uncomfortable with him,” Castonzo 
says.) When he talks, he uses his hands, 
thrusting his digits into the air for empha- 
sis. He’s describing a building, a piece of 
midrise brutalism in downtown Indy, but 
I’m looking the wrong way. He grabs my 
shoulders, strongly enough to lift me off the 
ground a little, and turns me in the other 
direction. “No, no, there,” he says. 
Ehh-hyuk-hyuk. 


LUCK WAS DRAFTED by the Colts as the No. 1 
pick in 2012. The team had gone 2-14 the 
season before. Rather than cower in the 
presence of Peyton Manning’s ghost, he 
embraced it, asking coaches what Manning 
would do in certain situations. He won 11 
games as a rookie. Luck was 23 years old 
and still wearing suits from Jos. A. Bank, 
but he could make any throw that was 
asked of him, and he surpassed expecta- 
tions immediately, propelling himself into 
even bigger ones. 

But last season was a disaster, the worst 
of his short career. He played only seven 
games and had a lacerated kidney, which at 
one point caused him to piss blood. Coach 
Chuck Pagano and GM Ryan Grigson were 
at odds, with speculation that both were on 
their way out the door, and a weird vibe 
built around Luck and the team. “It was like 
he was so disappointed in himself for get- 
ting hurt and not playing, he felt he didn’t 
deserve to be himself around us,” Castonzo 
says. “He wouldn't stay at our pregame din- 
ner as late. He just ... wasn’t as available. We 
didn’t hang out as much. It was like he 
didn’t want to be around the guys and feel 
like he didn’t belong.” 

Luck admits he was “probably a little bit 
of a brat,” but not to his teammates: “I was 
quiet when I got home, lethargic, and I 
didn’t want to do anything. I was kind of 
like a cancer, a black hole. Not in front of 
the team but in front of my girlfriend. May- 
be I knew she could handle it better. So 
unfortunately Nicole probably got the short 
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end of the stick for a few months.” 

Few people had a clearer view of how 
Luck handled last season thandflasselbeck, 
who had Saturday night diners during the 
season with Luck, listesiimg to him vent, 
listening to him complain about how the 
coaches would sométimes let him off the 
hook. Hasselbeck says Luck could've be- 
come distant when he was sidelined—some 
injured starters don’t want their backups to 
do well. But Luck was Hasselbeck biggest 
fan, always running up during and atter 
games—“Hey! Did) you see this? —and 
helping study film@During their dinners, 
Luck’s anxiety shOwed in subtle ways. Hed 
talk faster, léuder. And when he'd talk 
about his fears, he wouldnt acknowledge 
the obvious: the possibility he might not 
become a great Quarterback. 

That possibiltty might not be all up to 
him, of course. “He‘emtered the league as 
the most complete quarterback sinee John 
Elway,’ says ESPN NED analyst irent Dil 
fer. “If I had more faith in their organiza- 
tion, I would say hes going to be the best 
player in the NFL within the next year or 
two. You can only béas good as the people 
around you, thought They haven't built a 
defense that’s going to get him the ball back 
enough. I’m concerned they haven t inyest= 
ed enough in the O-line. Him bemg too 
reckless is a product of him feeling like he 
has to put on the Superman cape. Luck just 
tries to make too many plays. Like Favre, 
always trying to hit a home run.” 


LUCK IS NOT immune to conjecture. He is 
not oblivious to what other people think, or 
expect. He reads The New York Times. He 
was raised throwing Nerf footballs—inside 
his house when it was too cold to be out- 
side—with his arm cocked, as his father 
taught him, exactly like Dan Marino. He 
grew up watching and wanting to emulate 
his dad, and through him saw how profes- 
sional athletes behaved. 

“Andrew’s always had high expectations,” 
Oliver says. “I’m not really sure the contract 
adds any pressure. I don’t know if you can 
do anything other than plan, prepare. He 
was one of those kids that did his home- 


IT’S ABOUT 
WINNING. ... 

| DONT 

WANT TO BE 
CONGRATULATED 
FOR HAVING 
ACONTRACT.” 


Work On time, he wasn’t late for class. ... 
Sometimes | think ifall this ... hullabaloo, 
ou know, will somehow change his values. 
ba Treally dont worry about that. I think 
he’s strong enough in his personality. These 
are First World problems.” 
Andrew bristles at certain words—like 
expectations, like greatness—shaking his 
head, sweeping them away with his hands. 
‘T always put pressure on myself,’ he says. 
‘Tfeel like 1 always have something to prove 
to myself. 1 dont necessarily view this con- 
tract as a reward for doing well. I need to 
Trove to myself that Im a good player, that 
‘m a winner. I felt that way in middle 
school. I felt that way at Stanford. I think 
deep down I wanta challenge.” 


WE ARRIVE AT dinner, a place called India 
Garden. Its often empty on weeknights, the 


| tables draped in white cloth and little can- 


dles, quiet except for the clink of dishes, 
which is why he has become a frequent pa- 
tron. He knows the names of the two serv- 
ers, and their faces light up when we walk 
in. One of them, Vivek, takes the quarter- 
back’s hand in both of his and says, “Thank 
you, thank you, thank you for staying.” Vivek 
brings us two glasses coated with ice and 
two bottles of Kingfisher beer. 

I ask Luck again to tell me how he cele- 
brated his new contract. He doesn’t crack. 
“I’m sitting here with you, having a beer, 
right now,” he says. “I understand people 
congratulate you, and it’s cool, but at the 
same time, congratulate me for what? To 
me, it’s about winning. I want to be con- 
gratulated for winning a Super Bowl. I 
don’t want to be congratulated for having 
a contract.” 


Luck’s message to 
teammates this 
summer: “Let’s just 
win a Super Bowl.” 


He orders vegetable pakora, the chicken 
tikka, the dal makhani, the chana masala. 
His mom would always take the kids to eat 
Indian food, no matter where they lived, 
and he has loved it ever since. 

Vivek brings a note to our table. Some- 
one else has paid for dinner. There are now 
five other people in the restaurant, and 
none of them is looking up. Light from the 
little candle flickers as he reads the note. 
“Andrew, Thanks for staying in Indy an- 
other 6 years! Your biggest fans.” He shakes 
his head. “One of the things I’ve noticed is, 
how come when you start making money, 
people want to give you free things? It 
doesn’t make sense.” But then before we 
leave, he says thank you out loud to all 
five people in the restaurant, not knowing 
who paid the bill. He puts his cap on and 
goes outside. 

As soon as he’s out the door and has lin- 
gered a minute on the sidewalk, an SUV 
screeches to a halt in the middle of a one- 
way street and veers left to park. Several 
people get out, and Luck braces himself. A 
stranger runs out and starts screaming his 
name, and here come more people, falling 
into him. Their phones are out, they hug 
him, he puts his arm around them as they 
take pictures, and he pauses for about 10 
minutes, never turning anyone away. The 
people keep coming, congratulating him, 
telling him they can’t wait for this season. 
When they're gone, the street is empty, and 
he walks back home by himself. 
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PROJECTED RECORD 10-6 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 10-1 


Ben Roethlisberger leads a barnstorming 
30 points-per-game offense, and a two-year overhaul 
of the secondary clicks, making the Steelers serious 
Super Bowl contenders. Coordinator Keith Butler, 
whose D surrendered just 19.9 points per game in 
2015 [although it finished 21st in yards allowed), 
shaves off 30 yards per game to help Pittsburgh land 
a high playoff seed. 


Another year of injuries leads to more 
disappointment. The offense feels it even more than 
last year, when an otherwise Lombardi-quality team 
struggled without Antonio Brown, Le’Veon Bell and 
DeAngelo Williams and with an injured Roethlisberger, 
who played with a separated shoulder. Worse, 
Williams fails to perform during Bell’s three-game 
suspension, and no one steps up for WR Martavis 
Bryant, who's suspended for the season. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 
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Roethlisberger’s completion percentage has 
increased in each of the past five years, to 68.0 
in 2015. When he’s healthy, our confidence 

is Ricky Bobby thinking he can live to age 245; 
if Landry Jones is starting, it’s Ricky Bobby 
sticking a knife in his leg to prove he can’t walk. 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


WR SAMMIE COATES The Steelers made clear 
they expect Coates to help fill the void left 

by the suspended Bryant, and Coates seems 
eager for the challenge. His size and speed 
(6-1, 212, 4.4 in the 40) should make him a 
friendly target for Big Ben, who loves the deep 
ball. —JEREMY FOWLER 
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KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


Pittsburgh’s D 
is better when 
blitzing, 
cutting its 
yards per pass 
allowed from 
Gato: 
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% CHANCE TO WIN 


9/12 @WAS 54% 


9/18 vs.CIN 69% 


9/25 @ PHI 54% 


10/2 vs. KC 69% 


10/16 @MIA 54% 


10/23 vs.NE 62% 
11/6@BAL 44% 


11/13 vs. DAL 73% 


11/20 @CLE 66% 
11/24 @IND 41% 
12/4vs.NYG 77% 


2/11 @BUF 45% 


10/9vs.NYJ 76% 


12/18 @CIN 38% 
2/25 vs. BAL 72% 
/1 vs. CLE 88% 


PROJECTED RECORD 9-7 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 18-1 


| BEST CASE (inte talent-laden Bengals bounce 
back from their wounds—physical ones like QB 
Andy Dalton’s broken thumb, and emotional 

ones like first-round playoff losses in five straight 
years. The surge leads to a long-awaited deep 
playoff run. A defense that gave up just 17.4 points 
a game a year ago holds firm, and Dalton 
continues to emerge as a strong leader. 


Cincinnati continues losing focus 
at critical points (see the final minutes of the 
postseason game vs. the Steelers], and the result 
is another one-and-done in the playoffs. Marvin 
Lewis is a great head coach, but at 0-7 in 

the postseason, he pays for another disappoint- 
ment with his job. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 
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Dalton was on track for 4,000 yards and 31 
touchdowns before he got hurt in December. 
Backup AJ McCarron acquitted himself well in 
relief. So the Bengals are looking good at QB... 
unless it was all some Hue Jackson magic trick. 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


RB JEREMY HILL Sure, he struggled last year 
with 3.6 yards per carry, but his 11 rushing 
touchdowns contributed to a respectable 
9.1 fantasy-points-per-game average. Hill 
should bust out this season. —COLEY HARVEY 


KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


: Cincinnati had 14 picks on deep 
? passes (16+ yards) last season; no 


other team had more than 11. 


% CHANCE TO WIN 

9/11 @NYJ 43% :11/14@NYG 47% 
9/18 @ PIT 31% : 1/20 vs. BUF 68% 
9/29 vs.MIA 78% : 2/4vs.PH| 77% 
10/9 @ DAL 40% i 2/11 @CLE 61% 
10/16 @NE 27% : 2/18 vs. PIT 62% 
10/23 vs.CLE 87% : 2/24 @HOU 40% 
10/30 vs. WAS 63% : /1vs. BAL 70% 
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2017 Mercedes-AMG SL 63 shown in Iridium Silver metallic paint with optional equipment. ©2016 Mercedes-Benz USA, LLC For more information, call 1-800-FOR-MERCEDES, or visit MBUSA.com. 


PROJECTED RECORD 8-8 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 40-1 


PROJECTED RECORD 5-11 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 200-1 


eee 33 Don’t expect the Browns to post many i OSS If the Browns are wrong about 


wins; instead, consider the season a success if i Griffin, they could end up with a 2-14 season 
coach Hue Jackson can resurrect the career of : and still not get next year’s No. 1 draft pick 
Robert Griffin Ill. That would allow Cleveland’s : (projected to be Clemson quarterback 

new leadership team to take QB off its shopping : Deshaun Watson). Without a quarterback of 
list. It could also help prove that its new analytics : the future, the Browns’ four-year rebuild will 
approach to scouting is working out. : take even longer. 


| BEST CASE fini Ravens could make the playoffs ... if they stay healthy. They 
had to put more than 20 players on IR last year and ended up winning only five 
games. (A big part of that: They were 5-9 in close games.] And already this 
preseason, new addition TE Ben Watson tore his Achilles. They can still bounce 
back, though, especially if QB Joe Flacco and free agent WR Mike Wallace jell. 


It’s easy to imagine a repeat of last year if injuries and age 
catch up to the Ravens again. They're getting older at linebacker, with Terrell 
Suggs 33 and Elvis Dumervil 32. WR Steve Smith Sr. [37] is making his last 
run, and RB Justin Forsett is 30. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


6.9 By 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


% CHANCE TO WIN 

9/llvs.BUF 66% : 10/9vs.WAS 72% : 11/10vs.CLE 84% : 1e/l2@NE 24% 
9/18 @CLE 58% H 10/16 @ NYG 39% : 11/20 @ DAL 35% : 12/18 vs. PHI 72% 
9/25 @JAC 41% : 10/23 @NYJ 38% i 11/27 vs. CIN 60% 2/25 @PIT 28% 


10/2 vs. OAK 66% ? 11/6vs.PIT 55% $12/4vs.MIA 74% ?1/1@CIN 30% 


% CHANCE TO WIN QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


9/11 @ PHI 22% 0.8 
9/18 vs.BAL 42% 

g/25@MIA 23% C | 
0/2 @ WAS 22% 

10/9 vs. NE 29% 

11/6vs.DAL 41% 

11/27 vs.NYG 46% 

1/1 @ PIT 12% 
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PROJECTED RECORD 10-6 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 7-1 


ESE Jimmy Garoppolo keeps his turnovers 


down and the Patriots afloat while Tom Brady sits four 
games for Deflategate. Even if they lose their opener at 
Arizona, three home games follow, so Rob Gronkowski 


and the defense can still get this team off to a 3-1 
start. After that, it’s business as usual. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


36 
[Sa es 


Garoppolo was ready to go a year ago. 

He can keep the Jet Ski upright until Brady 
gets back in Week 5. If Brady had been 
playing all 16, the Patriots might have been 
a 10.0. Come Week 5, the confidence index 
will soar. 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


TE MARTELLUS BENNETT He could be primed 
for a big year in a Patriots offense that has 
run more two-TE sets since 2010 than any 
other NFL team. Pair Bennett with Gronkowski 
and what does an opposing defense do? 
—MIKE REISS 


70 ESPN 09.19.2016 


| WORST CASE | The Pats can’t close games, can’t 


pressure QBs after the trade of OLB Chandler Jones, 
and the offense fails to run the clock, having not 
invested in the rushing attack and missing hobbled RB 
Dion Lewis. With five of Brady’s first seven games on the 
road, the Pats face a steep climb out of an early hole. 


KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


2015 
BROKEN 
TACKLES 


PATRIOTS 


The Patriots’ defense ranked second 
(behind the Titans) with 81 broken 
tackles, its third straight year in the 
top three for fewest broken tackles. 


% CHANCE TO WIN 


9/11 @ AR 
9/18 vs. MIA 
9/22 vs. HOU 
10/2 vs. BUF 
10/9 @ CLE 
10/16 vs. CIN 
10/23 @ PIT 
10/30 @ BUF 
11/13 vs. SEA 
11/20 @ SF 
11/27 @ NYJ 
12/4 vs. LA 

12/12 vs. BAL 
12/18 @ DEN 
12/24 vs. NYJ 
1/1 @ MIA 


26% 
73% 
65% 
66% 
71% 
73% 
38% 
49% 
72% 
55% 
48% 
85% 
76% 
40% 
78% 
56% 


BILLS 


PROJECTED RECORD 8-8 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 40-1 


| BEST CASE [ave brothers Rex and Rob nudge 
the defense into the top 10, and QB Tyrod Taylor 
continues to evolve. The D, which disappointed 
in’15 (22.4 points per game allowed] after the 
team spent heavily in free agency and with trades, 
figures out how to play together. Rookie DT 
Adolphus Washington fills in for the suspended 
Marcell Dareus, and the Bills survive against 

three top-10 offenses in the first four weeks. 


| WORST CASE Picts cutting troubled big back 


Karlos Williams, Buffalo can’t match 2015’s ground 
attack (NFL-best 2,432 yards). Taylor (104 carries, 
second most among QBs} doesn’t hold up and 
cedes the reins to EJ Manuel as the Bills miss the 
playoffs. Rex rides his hot seat. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


AS | 
CD 


No one is confident of anything in Buffalo. 
Taylor is a bit like Minnesota’s Teddy Bridgewater 
in that little was asked of him in 2015. His 20 
touchdowns and six interceptions indicate the 
Bills could ask more. Will they? And if he 

goes down, it’s unclear whether Manuel has 
any tricks left. 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


RB MIKE GILLISLEE Rex Ryan has nicknamed 
him Touchdown Mike because he averaged a 
touchdown every 15.7 times he touched the ball, 
sixth highest among NFL running backs with 
at least 40 carries last season. —MIKE RODAK 


KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


: The Bills allowed 5.0 yards per play 
i last season when they got pass 
' 


? pressure, highest in the NFL. 


% CHANCE TO WIN 
9/11 @BAL 34% 
9/15 vs.NYJ 67% 
9/25 vs. ARI 59% 
10/2@NE 34% 
10/3@LA 44% 


: 11/7 @SEA 24% 
? 11/20 @CIN 31% 
{11/27 vs. JAC 70% 
: 12/4@OAK 32% 
i 12/11 vs. PIT 55% 
10/16 vs.SF 72% : 12/1Bvs.CLE 83% 
10/23 @ MIA 42% : 12/24vs. MIA 72% 
10/30vs.NE 51% : 1/L@NW 36% 


PHOTO REFERENCE FROM LEFT: SCOTT BOEHM/AP PHOTO; AL MESSERSCHMIDT/AP PHOTO 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 40-1 


Ee 3 LT Ryan Clady is healthy enough to 
replace D’Brickashaw Ferguson, RB Matt Forte 


is strong enough to succeed Chris Ivory, and 
TE Kellen Davis provides more production than 
Jeff Cumberland (five catches, 77 yards}. With 
more weapons than just WRs Brandon Marshall 
and Eric Decker (2,529 total receiving yards), 
QB Ryan Fitzpatrick leads the Jets to 10 wins. 


Ste Sy A No. 2 run D (83.4 yards per game} 
is decimated by the overhaul at linebacker (only 
starter David Harris returns) and the loss of 
350-pound DT Damon Harrison to the Giants. 
Age catches up with an offense starting just two 
skill players under 30 (WR Eric Decker, 29, and 
FB Tommy Bohanon, 26). A six-win season leads 
to big changes. 


NDAMUKONG 
SUH 


= 


% CHANCE TO WIN 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 
9/llvs.CIN 56% 


ees 3.9 
9/15 @BUF 32% 
9/25 @ KC 27% eS 
10/2vs.SEA 52% 
10/9 @PIT 23% 
10/17 @ARI 23% 
10/23 vs. BAL 61% 
10/30 @CLE 55% 
11/6@MIA 37% 
11/13 vs.LA 74% 
11/27 vs.NE 52% 
l2/Svs.IND 59% 
12/11@SF 39% 
12/17 vs.MIA 71% 
12/24@NE 22% 
1/lvs.BUF 64% 


DOLPHINS 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 100-1 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


Eisitie Coach Adam Gase makes good on giving Ryan Tannehill more 
authority at the line of scrimmage, and the QB returns to completing 

66 percent of his passes and throws 30 TDs for the first time. Second-year 
RB Jay Ajayi makes the most of his chance, 30-year-old Arian Foster proves 
resurgent and the Fins compete for a postseason spot. 


DT Ndamukong Suh still doesn’t earn his QB money, and new 
LB Kiko Alonso’s twice-injured left ACL prevents him from returning to his 
stellar rookie form of 2013. The Dolphins are sunk by a defense that can’t 
improve on last season (376.2 yards and 24.3 points allowed per game}. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


5.1 
—— a 


YARDS PER PLAY 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


% CHANCE TO WIN 
Q/11@SEA 17% } 10/9vs.TEN 74% 
Q/1B@NE 27% | 
9/25 vs.CLE 77% } 
9/29@CIN 22% } 


11/13@SD 35% 
10/16 vs. PIT 46% H 11/20@LA 36% 
10/23 vs. BUF 57% H 11/27 vs.SF 66% 
11/6vs.NYJ 62% i 12/4@BAL 26% 


: 12/11 vs. ARI 49% 
i 12/17 @ NY 29% 
? 12/24 @ BUF 28% 
fi/lvs.NE 44% 
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COLTS 


PROJECTED RECORD 9-7 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 20-1 


QB Andrew Luck leads the Colts to an 
11-win season behind an improved O-line that 
keeps him from getting beat up again. Luck, who 
proved in his first three years that he can keep the 
Colts ahead in the AFC South even when the 
defense devolves (26th in yards allowed in 2015}, 


returns to form. 


Despite better drafting by the Colts 
along the D-line, it becomes evident there just 
aren’t enough good draft choices to boost aging 
pass rushers Trent Cole {who is 33) and Robert 
Mathis (35). The Colts endure a losing season, 
flipping last year’s 7-4 record in close games. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


7.8 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 
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% CHANCE TO WIN 

§/llvs.DET 77% : 11/6 @GB 28% 
9/18 @DEN 32% : 11/20 vs. TEN 84% 
9/25 vs. SD 77% : 11/24 vs. PIT 58% 
10/2@JAC 60% i 12/S@NYJ 41% 
10/Svs.CH| 75% : 12/11 vs. HOU 67% 
10/16 @HOU 38% H 12/18@MIN 31% 
10/23 @TEN 55% : 12/24 @OAK 35% 
10/30 vs.KC 26% ? 1/1vs. JAC 73% 


PROJECTED RECORD 8-8 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 25-1 


eS 33 OB Brock Osweiler plays up to his : SS Osweiler ends up as the worst AFC 
$18 million-a-year price tag and does for Houston i South quarterback, and the Texans crumble. He shows 


what he did for Denver, playing well enough to take the : he just can’t compete against the tough divisional 
Texans to the playoffs. Houston doesn’t require elite i competition: a healthy Andrew Luck in Indianapolis and 
QB play—just a guy who completes 63 percent of rising stars Blake Bortles in Jacksonville and Marcus 
his passes and leads the offense to 23 or 24 points ? Mariota in Tennessee. The Texans scramble to avoid 

a game. The defense does the rest. ? wasting J.J. Watt’s career. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX KEY DEFENSIVE STAT % CHANCE TO WIN 
Q/llvs.CHl 72% 
41 eee 
g/18vs.KC 59% 
[Ts g/22@NE 36% 


0/2 vs. TEN 80% 
0/3 @ MIN 28% 
10/24 @DEN 28% 
11/13 @JAC 43% 
11/21 @ OAK 48% 

2/4 @ GB 26% 
2/11@IND 32% 
12/18 vs. JAC 71% 
T/1@TEN 52% 


PHOTO REFERENCE FROM LEFT: GEORGE BRIDGES/AP PHOTO; DAMIAN STROHMEYER/AP PHOTO 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 50-1 


Pied The two-year defensive rebuild clicks in }  [QQERubr ea! Injuries and bad luck plague 


its first year, and the Jags finish 9-7 or better. Five : the defense, keeping it in the bottom tier 
defenders who weren't with the team in 2015 play : (24th in total yards allowed in 2015). Asking 
like future stars: CB Jalen Ramsey, LB Myles Jack, : four new starters to move the needle from 

DT Malik Jackson, S Tashaun Gipson and especially : 28 points per game to 20 proves to be too tall 
DE Dante Fowler Jr., the 2015 first-round pick : of an order, and coach Gus Bradley begins 
who missed the season with a torn ACL. ? worrying about his job. 


PROJECTED RECORD 6-10 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 100-1 


MARCUS 
MARIOTA 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


6.1 
Go ed 
58% 


24% FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


51% KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


% CHANCE TO WIN 
9/11 vs. GB 47% 
9/18 @ SD 36% 
9/25 vs. BAL 

10/2 vs. IND 39% 
10/16 @CHI 39% 
10/23 vs.OAK 59% 
10/27 @TEN 46% 
11/6 @ KC 

11/13 vs. HOU 56% 
11/20@DET 35% 
11/27 @BUF 30% 
12/4vs.DEN 53% 
12/11 vs. MIN 

12/18 @HOU 29% 
12/24 vs.TEN 75% 
1/1 @ IND 27% 


eee 3§ The Titans emerge as one of the league’s surprise teams 
behind an improved defense and impressive play from bright young QB 


Marcus Mariota. Overall, Tennessee shows it’s more talented than its 3-13 
record (2-6 in close games) last season indicated. Coach Mike Mularkey’s 
desire to run the ball helps, with DeMarco Murray and Derrick Henry 
carrying the ball 30-plus times per game, up from last year’s 23.2. 


te i Tennessee’s D drops off from its respectable No. 12 rank in 
yards allowed last season, and the run-oriented offense misfires as the 
O-line takes a step back. Together, they spell big problems for the Titans. 


44 


% CHANCE TO WIN 
9/llvs.MIN 41% 


10/9@MIA 26% 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


11/6 @ SD 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


1ST 


29% : 12/11 vs. DEN 45% 


9/18 @DET 28% 
9/25 vs.OAK 48% 


10/16 vs. CLE 70% 
10/23 vs. IND 44% 


11/13 vs. GB 
11/20 @ IND 


37% 2/18 @KC 15% 
16% 2/24 @JAC 25% 


10/2 @HOU 20% 


10/27 vs. JAC 54% 


11/27 @ CHI 


26% i 1/lvs.HOU 48% 
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ue Sy Andy Reid gets the most out of QB 


Alex Smith’s game-management skills, and the 


Chiefs challenge for the AFC West. Jamaal 
Charles (5.5 yards per carry during his career, 
third all time) aids the cause by returning from 
injury in full health and re-establishing himself 
as one of the NFL's best backs. 


VON 
MILLER 


74 ESPN 09.19.2016 


PROJECTED RECORD 9-7 | SUPER BOWLODDS 20-1 


| WORST CASE fit Chiefs’ 2016 fortunes sag under 


an aging, hobbled defense. Tamba Hali and Derrick 
Johnson signed new deals, but they're 32 and 33, 
respectively—and it shows. After a 22-sack season 
in 2014, Justin Houston misses even more time 
rehabbing a repaired knee. The D also feels the loss 
of CB Sean Smith, gone to the Raiders in free agency. 


9/18 vs. IND 68% : 10/13@SD 50% : 11/13 @NO 49% 


% CHANCE TO WIN QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


9/11 vs. SD 78% 51 
9/18 @HOU 41% 
9/25 vs.NYJ 73% eee 
0/2 @ PIT 31% 
0/16 @OAK 42% 
“10/30 @ IND 38% 
1/13 @CAR 32% 
1/20vs.TB 79% 
1/27 @DEN 33% 
“12/4 @ATL 49% 
/1@SD 52% 


PROJECTED RECORD 9-7 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 20-1 


Denver finds an answer at QB in Trevor Siemian and stays in the 
playoff mix. Even when he’s not playing well, it’s fine. The Broncos prove again 
that they’re good enough to win with subpar QB play: They averaged only 
20.9 points per game and had 20 turnovers (11 INTs] in their final 11 games, 
including the Super Bowl run. They’re built to win those 20-17 games. 


Ete 3 Siemian doesn’t have a flair for late-game rallies, costing the 
Broncos two or three wins. And even though Denver still has great D, losing 
LB Danny Trevathan (109 tackles) and DT Malik Jackson (five sacks} hurts. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


3.3 | 
Sas] 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


% CHANCE TO WIN 
9/8vs.CAR 61% : 10/S9vs.ATL 77% : 11/6@OAK 39% : 12/11 @TEN 55% 
9/25@CIN 34% 10/24 vs. HOU72% H 11/27 vs. KC 67% 2/25@KC 34% 


10/2@1TB 49% : 10/30vs.SD 78% ? 12/4@JAC 46% : 1/lvs.OAK 70% 


PHOTO REFERENCE FROM LEFT: RON CHENOY/USA TODAY SPORTS; PAUL SPINELLI/AP PHOTO 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 50-1 


este 38 The return of offensive coordinator 
Ken Whisenhunt gets the offense back into the 
range of 24 points per game—four points better 
than in 2015. That’s enough for the Chargers to 
improve on a 4-1e season, including nine close 
losses. They also benefit from more production 
out of RB Melvin Gordon, who disappointed as a 
rookie with 3.5 yards per carry. 


Sue 8 The O-line fails to mesh, delaying 
the offensive resurgence, and the defense— 


which was 20th in yards allowed and had a paltry 
11 INTs and 20 turnovers in 2015—fails to step 


up. Combined, it looks a lot like a year ago. 
ute Sj Coach Jack Del Rio, already riding a decent 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 
offense, raises the defense into the NFL's top 12 and ae 


makes Oakland a playoff contender. After giving up SS ee | 
363.6 yards per game last season, the D makes a huge 

leap forward. The big DTs are again key to a strategy 

that worked in limiting teams to 104.9 rushing yards 

per game last season. 


PROJECTED RECORD 8-8 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 18-1 


AMARI 
COOPER 


tte 3 The Raiders’ pass rush (38 sacks last FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


season, 14th in the NFL) doesn’t improve enough to cut 
into the 258.8 passing yards per game surrendered, 

or the 24.9 points allowed, and the playoffs are put on 
hold for yet another year. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX KEY DEFENSIVE STAT % CHANCE TO WIN 


9/11 @ NO 42% 


6.3 ———_—__—_—— 
———— ! ee 
: 9/25@TEN 52% 
H O/2@BAL 34% 
i O/9vs.SD 74% 
‘ - ee O/16vs.KC 57% 
' 10.3% 0/23 @JAC 41% : 
Hy 0/30 @ TB 43% % CHANCE TO WIN 
i 1/6 vs.DEN 61% Q/1L@KC 22% : 11/Bvs.TEN 71% 
aa 1/21 vs.HOU 54% 9/18 vs. JAC 64% 11/13 vs. MIA 65% 
! 1/27 vs. CAR 56% 9/25@IND 23% : 11/27@HOU 29% 
2/4vs.BUF 68% 10/2vs.NO 65% : 12/4vs.1TB 64% 
2/8 @ KC 29% 10/9 @OAK 26% 12/11 @CAR 18% 
2/18@SD 48% 10/13 vs.DEN 50% } 12/18vs.0AK 52% 
2/24 vs.IND 65% 10/23 @ATL 33% 12/24 @CLE 46% 
/1@DEN 31% 10/30 @DEN 22% : 1/lvs.KC 48% 


09.19.2016 ESPN 75 


PROJECTED RECORD 10-6 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 8-1 
Muy? 


AARON NW 
RopceRS - am 
| 


WR Jordy Nelson returns to form, 

RB Eddie Lacy stays trimmer and runs stronger, and 
Aaron Rodgers gets back on track after watching 
his yards per attempt drop last year from 8.4 to 6.7. 
The result? The Packers plow through arguably the 
league’s easiest schedule. 


| WORST CASE Bint Packers underachieve and lose 
the NFC North to the Vikings for the second straight 
year, then face a difficult offseason: Offensive 
linemen Josh Sitton, T.J. Lang and David Bakhtiari 
are free agents after '16, Lacy’s rookie contract is 
up and OLB Julius Peppers might be in his last year. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX KEY DEFENSIVE STAT % CHANCE TO WIN 


ny 9/11 @JAC 53% 
9/1B @MIN 39% 

See 9/25 vs. DET 82% 
O/9vs.NYG 81% 
0/16 vs.DAL 74% 
0/20vs. CHI 81% 
O/30@ATL 54% 
1/6vs.IND 72% 
1/13 @TEN 63% 
1/20 @ WAS 53% 
1/28 @PHI 53% 
2/4vs.HOU 74% 
2/l1vs.SEA 65% 
2/18 @CH 53% 
2/24 vs. MIN 68% 
/1@DET 56% 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


76 ESPN 09.19.2016 


VIKINGS 


PROJECTED RECORD 9-7 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 20-1 


QB Shaun Hill proves to be a revelation 
in place of Teddy Bridgewater, or even merely 
adequate. That allows the Vikings’ defense, which 
takes a leap into the top five in the league behind 
emerging stars like S Harrison Smith and LB Anthony 
Barr, to carry the team to the playoffs. Bridgewater 
returns from his wrecked knee stronger than ever in 
2017, with Hill as his trusty backup. 


| WORST CASE [N broken OL sinks Hill and jeopardizes 
Minnesota’s place in the division. The offense is 
built around blocking for Adrian Peterson and 
creating time for play-action passes, no matter the 
quarterback. But a down season from LT Matt Kalil, 
who was hobbled in camp, causes the whole line 

to fall out of sync, even with the offseason additions 
of G Alex Boone and T Andre Smith. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


3.8 
Saas 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


% CHANCE TO WIN 

9/11 @ TEN 59% : 11/13@WAS 46% 
9/18 vs. GB 61% : 11/20 vs.ARI 65% 
10/3vs.NYG 75% : 12/1vs.DAL 71% 
10/Svs.HOU 72% i 12/11 @JAC 48% 
10/23 @PHI 52% : 12/18 vs. IND 69% 
10/31 @CHI 49% i 12/24 @ GB 32% 
11/6vs.DET 79% : 1/1 vs. CHI 78% 


PHOTO REFERENCE FROM LEFT: DAMIAN STROHMEYER/AP PHOTO; JOE ROBBINS/GETTY IMAGES 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 60-1 


| BEST CASE | Offensive coordinator Jim Bob Cooter 


continues to get more out of less: WRs Marvin 
Jones and Golden Tate step up with big plays to 
replace the retired Calvin Johnson, and QB Matthew 
Stafford hangs big numbers to match. Meanwhile, 
Ameer Abdullah emerges as an every-down back, 
boosting a ground game that ranked last in the NFL 
with 83.4 receiving yards per game in ‘15. 


i | WORST CASE fig Lions implode on defense 


because of their issues at defensive tackle. They 
did well patching holes there last year after 
losing their top four DTs from 2014, giving up 
113 rushing yards a game (19th in the NFL}. But 
at 32, Haloti Ngata loses a step, and youngsters 
Tyrunn Walker, Caraun Reid and Gabe Wright 

fail to step up to compensate. 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 80-1 


| BEST CASE Sits Bears notch an eight- or nine-win season as John Fox’s 
rebuilding magic on defense continues. The D did well in his first year: Points 
allowed per game dropped from 27.6 to 24.8, and the Bears ranked 14th in 
yards allowed. Now offensive production needs to follow. 


QB Jay Cutler, who can tune out a playcaller he doesn’t believe 
in, doesn’t mesh with new offensive coordinator Dowell Loggains, formerly 
the QB coach. He bought into Adam Gase, who left for Miami, showing better 
leadership and more consistent production last season. A bad season forces 
the Bears to look for another quarterback in 2017. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


78 
Eas 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


% CHANCE TO WIN 

9/11@HOU 28% : 10/9@IND 25% :11/13@TB 36% : 12e/11@DET 37% 
9/19 vs. PH] 65% 10/16 vs. JAC 61% i 11/20 @NYG 32% : 12/18 vs.GB 47% 
9/25 @DAL 26% i 10/20@GB 19% H 11/27 vs. TEN 74% : 12/24 vs. WAS 65% 
10/2 vs.DET 67% 10/31 vs. MIN 51% i 12/4vs.SF 66% i 1/1 @ MIN 22% 


% CHANCE TO WIN QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


9/11 @ IND 23% 6.4 
9/18 vs.TEN 72% 

9/25@GB. 18% _——————————— | 
10/2@CHI 33% 

10/23 vs. WAS 63% 

11/6@MIN 21% 

11/20 vs. JAC 65% 

12/4@NO_ 35% 

12/18 @ NYG 30% 

12/26 @ DAL 25% 

1/1 vs. GB 44% 


09.19.2016 ESPN 77 


IGOWBOYS 


PROJECTED RECORD 9-7 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 18-1 


With Tony Romo likely out forthe =: | WORST CASE [ints offense is sunk by the 
first two months, rookie QB Dak Prescott holds : absence of Romo, suspended players and a 
his own under center, and RB Ezekiel Elliott i regressing defense. The Cowboys end up 
pitches in with 1,200 rushing yards and the i regretting their failure to add any impact 
kind of touches DeMarco Murray got in 2014. ? players to a defense that gave up 23 points 
That keeps Dallas in the playoff hunt, and ? per game in 2015 and created only 11 
Romo returns to close the deal. ? turnovers, tied for the fewest in NFL history. 


ODELL 
BECKHAM JR. 


78 ESPN 09.19.2016 


% CHANCE TO WIN QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


9/11 vs. NYG 71% 27 
9/18 @ WAS 44% 
“9/25 vs. CHI 74% =a 
0/2 @ SF 44% 
“to/Svs CIN 60% 
10/16 @ GB 26% 
“10/30 vs PHI 76% 
Up mehe ee 
11/13 @ PIT 27% 
11/20 vs.BAL 65% 
“Tied vs, WAS 73% 
“12/1@ MIN 29% 
12/11 @ NYG 40% 
“Te/levs TB 73% 
“12/26 vs. DET 75% 
1/1 @ PHI 41% 


GIANTS 


PROJECTED RECORD 8-8 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 20-1 


| BEST CASE | Coach Ben McAdoo rides progress on the defensive side right 
into the playoffs. The Giants, knowing they can get the offense going with 
Eli Manning and Odell Beckham Jr., invested almost $200 million in CB 
Janoris Jenkins, DE Olivier Vernon and DT Damon Harrison. That improves 
a toothless defense that surrendered 27.6 points a game and led to a 3-8 
record in close games, largely because it lacked a pass rush. 


| WORST CASE | Manning fails to maintain his grasp of McAdoo’s offense, which 
is designed to have him release the ball quickly and avoid mistakes. A 20-INT 
season causes endless hand-wringing and costs New York a playoff spot. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


8.2 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


% CHANCE TO WIN 

S/11@DAL 29% :10/3@GB 19% : 11/14 vs.CIN 52% : 12/11 vs. DAL 60% 
9/18 vs.NO 69% 4 10/16 vs. BAL 61% 11/20 vs. CHI 68% 12/18 vs. DET 70% 
9/25 vs. WAS 68% i 10/2e3@LA 58% H 11/27 @CLE 54% i 12/22 @ PHI 38% 


10/3 @MIN 25% :11/6vs.PHI 71% :12/4@PIT 23% :1/1@WAS 39% 


QB CONFIDENCE IND 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 30-1 


| BEST CASE | First-round WR Josh Doctson bounces back 


from an Achilles injury and has a standout rookie year, 
contributing to one of the NFC’s best receiving corps for 


QB Kirk Cousins. Junior Galette improves a lackluster pass 


rush and a defense that gave up 23.7 points a game last 
year, 17th in the NFL. The D raises its game, allowing the 


offense to carry the team to the division title. 


| WORST CASE | Coach Jay Gruden gets 24 points per 


game out of the offense, but the defense actually 


regresses. Pundits second-guess GM Scot McCloughan, 
who built a great defense in San Francisco, for using 
first-round choices in both 2015 and 2016 on offense. 
He spends the season contemplating how he'll find help 


through free agency. 


% CHANCE TO WIN 
9/12 vs. PIT 46% 
9/18 vs.DAL 56% 
9/25@NYG 31% 
O/evs.CLE 78% 
0/3 @ BAL 28% 
0/16 vs.PH| 65% 
AVERAGE = ------- 7 0/23 @DET 37% 
65% 0/30 @CIN 37% 
1/13 vs.MIN 54% 
1/e0vs.GB 47% 
1/24 @DAL 27% 
2/4 @ ARI 22% 
2/11@PHI 35% 
2/19 vs.CAR 48% 
2/24 @CHI 35% 
/1vs. NYG 61% 
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EAGLES 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 100-1 


eS Si Team exec Howie Roseman looks 
like a genius when Sam Bradford plays like an 
$18 million-per-year quarterback as Philly 
transitions to the Carson Wentz years. Roseman 
also reaps the rewards of the bundle he spent 
giving contract extensions to TE Zach Ertz, 

DT Fletcher Cox and S Malcolm Jenkins, locking 
up a core group of players. 


Bradford sputters, and the Eagles 
are forced to play Wentz before he’s ready. 

The Eagles’ deficiencies at WR (hello, 31 dropped 
passes last year] are also exposed. These 
factors set the offense back and make coach 
Doug Pederson’s first year a real struggle. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


4.5 
aa 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


% CHANCE TO WIN 

S/llvs.CLE 78% : 11/13 vs.ATL 63% 
9/19 @ CHI 34% i 1/20@SEA 19% 
10/3@DET 39% i 2/4 @ CIN 23% 
10/16 @WAS 35% 2/11 vs.WAS 65% 
10/23 vs.MIN 47% i 12/18 @BAL 28% 
10/30@DAL 24% 12/22 vs.NYG 61% 
11/6@NYG 29% : 1/1vs.DAL 59% 
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PROJECTED RECORD 10-6 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 10-1 


| BEST CASE | The Panthers remain atop the NFC South 
and get at least a No. 2 playoff seed thanks to a solid 


offensive line that protects QB Cam Newton, who 
produces another 35-TD season and remains a 


top-five QB. Bonus: The young secondary clicks, with 


DE Kony Ealy getting double-digit sacks. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


9.3 
ie 


Well, they do have the reigning league MVP, 
and he gets his best receiver, Kelvin Benjamin, 
back after not having had him last year 

due to a knee injury. Newton has missed two 
games in five years, and backup Derek 
Anderson won them both. 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


WR DEVIN FUNCHESS With the return of 
Benjamin, Funchess will draw single 
coverage and create mismatches. He could 
have more games like the 2015 regular- 
season finale (seven catches, 120 yards). 
—DAVID NEWTON 
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| WORST CASE fig Panthers find they've jeopardized 


their season by letting CB Josh Norman walk. The NFC 
South is loaded at QB—Matt Ryan, Drew Brees, Jameis 
Winston—and the Panthers’ outside pass rush proves 
suspect. Carolina is left vulnerable and can’t match 
last year’s 7-1 record in close games. 


% CHANCE TO WIN 
9/8 @ DEN 39% 
9/18 vs. SF 83% 


YARDS PER 9/25 vs. MIN 69% 
PLAY ALLOWED _——$——————— 
O/2@ATL 53% 


0/10 vs.TB 81% 

40 O/16@NO 50% 
PANTHERS 0/30 vs.ARI 71% 
1/6 @LA 52% 
1/13 vs.KC 68% 
1/17 vs.NO 81% 
1/27 @OAK 44% 
2/4@SEA 34% 
2/llvs.SD 82% 
2/19 @WAS 52% 


KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


The Panthers’ 4.0 yards allowed per 
play on first down was lowest in the a ae hs Ba AS 
NFL in 2015. They were No. 1 against 2/edvs. ATL 79% 
the run (3.1) and the pass (4.6). /1@TB 53% 


2FALGONG 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 80-1 


| BEST CASE fists Falcons make the playoffs and 
contend thanks to coach Dan Quinn, who leads a 
top-12 defense. He already shaved 4.5 points off 
a defense that surrendered 26.1 points per 
game in 2014. This year he finishes the job, and 
Atlanta becomes a D that allows about 20 points 
per game. 


| WORST CASE [iets of offensive improvement 
costs games, and offensive coordinator Kyle 
Shanahan finds his future in doubt. A faltering 
D also leads to front office changes, as owner 
Arthur Blank rushes to avoid wasting the career 
of 31-year-old QB Matt Ryan. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


m 
EEL 


Ryan doesn’t miss games, but something 
seems amiss in Atlanta. Last year’s Falcons 
had the league’s top receiver and its 
seventh-leading rusher, and somehow Ryan 
came up with only 21 touchdowns against 16 
interceptions. Matt Schaub waits in the wings. 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


WR MOHAMED SANU Although the former 
Bengal had zero receiving TDs last year, he'll 
get more chances as the No. 2 behind Julio 
Jones. —VAUGHN McCLURE 


KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


: Atlanta was the only team whose 
: opponents threw to RBs and 


TEs (51%) more than to WRs (49%). 


% CHANCE TO WIN 

9/11 vs. TB 67% : 11/3 @TB 36% 
9/18 @ OAK 27% i 1/13 @PHI 36% 
10/evs.CAR 47% i 2/4 vs. KC 51% 
10/9 @DEN 23% 2/11 @LA 38% 
10/16 @SEA 17% i 2/18 vs.SF 67% 
10/e3vs.SD 67% 2/24 @CAR 21% 
10/30vs.GB 46% : /1vs. NO 67% 
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GM Jason Licht’s defensive 
overhaul works, and the Bucs emerge as one 
of the NFL's rising teams. He looks smart for 
investing in CBs Brent Grimes and Vernon 
Hargreaves and DEs Robert Ayers and Noah 
Spence, who go a long way toward improving 
a defense that allowed 31 touchdowns and an 
incredible 102.5 opposing QB rating last year. 


Jameis Winston takes a step 
back from his 4,042-yard, 22-touchdown 
rookie season, and the Bucs step back with 
him. Winston is 20 pounds lighter and more 
focused, but he suffers without offensive 
coordinator Dirk Koetter as his playcaller and 
teacher. And not having Lovie Smith, whom 
Koetter replaced as coach, around as a father 
figure is too much for the QB to overcome. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


53 | 
C 


It’s hard to be confident in any player after one 
year, but Winston was everything the Bucs 
could have hoped for in a rookie. There’s no 
reason he can’t build on it. Backup Mike 
Glennon has 18 starts, making this situation 
as solid as any other built around young guys. 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


QB JAMEIS WINSTON Winston’s 261 fantasy 
points was 14th among QBs but only 17 
behind 10th-place Eli Manning. A healthy 
Vincent Jackson can only help. —JENNA LAINE 


(OAINTS 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 60-1 


S993 Coordinator Dennis Allen saves the 
franchise by fixing the New Orleans defense. 
The Saints seriously improve on a historically 
bad 2015 season, when they allowed 29.8 
points and 413.4 yards per game, along with 
45 passing touchdowns. It takes some time, 
but Allen gets scoring down to around 24 or 25 
points and forces more than 22 turnovers. 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 60-1» 


KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


BUCCANEERS 


°% CHANCE TO WIN 
Tampa Bay, with 4.7 Q/11@ATL 33% 


$ 10/10 @CAR 19% : 


11/13 vs. CHI 63% 


i 12/llvs.NO 66% >. ié 


yards allowed after the 9/18 @ARI 20% 


:10/23@SF 36% } 


11/20 @KC 21% 


i 12/18@DAL 26% \° Ps 


catch, ranked sixth in 


cy 
the league last season. Eee Ls 


: 10/30 vs. OAK 57% : 


11/27 vs. SEA 47% 


12/24 @NO 36% << of, 


10/2vs.DEN 51% 


Sule 3 QB Drew Brees grows 


increasingly impatient with the D and 
throws even more interceptions than last 
year (11). Even though it’s a quarterback- 
driven league, no QB can be asked to carry 
the defense this much, leaving coach 
Sean Payton and his patience feeling 
equally tested. 


$11/3vs.ATL 63% : 


% CHANCE TO WIN 
9/11 vs. OAK 


12/4@SD 36% 


58% 


9/18 @NYG 31% 
9/26 vs.ATL 64% 


0/2 @ SD 35% 
0/16 vs. CAR 50% 
0/23@KC 22% 
0/30 vs.SEA 47% 
1/6 @ SF 32% 
1/13 vs. DEN 51% 
1/17 @CAR 19% 
1/e7vs.LA 68% 
2/4vs.DET 65% 
2/11@TB 34% 
2/18 @ARI 20% 
2/24vs.TB 64% 
/1 @ATL 32% 


i 1/lvs.CAR 47% 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


Brees’ passing yardage total last year was his 
lowest since 2010 but was still a league- 
leading 4,870 yards. At 37, he probably has a 
couple of more years of high-end production. 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 
TE COBY FLEENER Since 2006, the Saints 
rank second in the NFL in TE targets behind 
only the Cowboys. —MIKE TRIPLETT 
KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 
: The Saints allowed 9.1 yards per play 
: without pass pressure—and pressured 
|] 


just 21.3 percent of the time. 
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4g \ PROJECTED RECORD 10-6 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 8-1 


| BEST CASE [A young and revamped offensive line comes together quickly, 
and the Seahawks jump ahead of the Cardinals in the NFC West. Running 
backs Thomas Rawls and Christine Michael kick-start the ground game, 
and Seattle fans are thinking Super Bowl again. 


Sea A slow start (like last year’s 0-2) costs Seattle the division, 
and the team makes the postseason as a wild card. It’s tough to win three 
road playoff games against teams like Arizona, Carolina and Green Bay, 
and the Hawks fall short. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX KEY DEFENSIVE STAT 


RUSSELL 
WILSON 


9.1 YARDS ALLOWED AFTER 
CATCH BY NFLRANK 
eee 
= | 
—- 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


% CHANCE TO WIN 

9/llvs.MIA 83% : 10/16 vs.ATL 83% : 11/13@NE 28% : 12/11@GB 34% 
9/18@LA 58% : 10/23 @ARI 38% i 11/20 vs. PHI 81% 12/15 vs.LA 82% 
9/25 vs.SF 82% i 10/30 @NO 53% : 11/27 @TB 52% : 12/24 vs. ARI 68% 
10/2 @NYJ 48% i 11/7 vs. BUF 76% i 12/4 vs. CAR 66% 1/1 @ SF 52% 


% CHANCE TO WIN QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


Q/l1vs.NE 74% 8.6 
9/18 vs. TB 80% 

9/25 @ BUF 41% ae | 
10/2 vs. LA 81% 

10/6 @ SF 52% 

10/17 vs.NYJ 77% 

10/23 vs.SEA 62% 

11/13 vs.SF 81% 

11/20@MIN 35% 


CARDINALS 


PROJECTED RECORD 10-6 | SUPER BOWL ODDS 8-1 


Eye 3 The Cardinals show off their 12-win RSS arizona discovers the meaning T127@ AIL 48% 
talent and make a deep playoff run. The keys: Carson : of “one hit away from disaster.” A lengthy injury ae 
Palmer avoids a repeat of his playoff performance : to the 14th-year QB shaves up to 10 points Pela Ne: WAS 
against the Panthers last season (23-of-40 passing, i off Arizona’s 30.6 points-per-game average fe LG MIA 20% 
4 INTs), they stay in the top five on defense, and RBs { from 2015. The Dis good enough to earn a le/18vs.NO 80% 
David Johnson and Chris Johnson make the Cards’ playoff berth, but the Palmer injury hands the 1e/e4 @SEA 32% 
running game great again. ? NFC West to Seattle. 1/1@LA 53% 
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SOREN 


PROJECTED RECORD 6-10 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 100-1 


| BEST CASE {als} Jared Goff is a first-year hit, and 


the Rams win the Los Angeles market. Coach Jeff 
Fisher looks smart for gambling big to get Goff, 
and the team benefits from big QB production. 
The defense causes some concern by giving up 
20 points per game, but RB Todd Gurley makes up 
for it by putting up a 1,300-yard rushing season. 


at 


PROJECTED RECORD 7-9 
SUPER BOWL ODDS 100-1 


See Sag Neither Goff nor Case Keenum 

is ready to get the offense moving, and LA is once 
again doomed to a 7-9 season. The Rams, 

who averaged 17.5 points per game last year, 
need Goff to play like Marcus Mariota or Jameis 
Winston to move the meter, but he falls short. 


QB CONFIDENCE INDEX 


1.9 
a 


Chip Kelly hits it off with Blaine 
Gabbert or Colin Kaepernick. Quarterback 
harmony drives an offense that averages more 
than 26 points a game—10-plus more than 
last season. As a result, Kelly is legitimized as 
a good NFL coach, and fans still mad about 
Jim Harbaugh leaving are soothed. 


CARLOS 


| WORST CASE | The quarterback play is bad, and 


Kelly’s fast-paced offense gets too many 
three-and-outs. The defense is left fatigued, 
surrendering more than 26 points a game, and 
the 49ers win four or five games. Their talent 
depleted, they go into deep rebuilding mode. 


FANTASY BREAKOUT PLAYER 


% CHANCE TO WIN 


3.6 | YARDS PER PASS ALLOWED AS = 
eee 
aaa 9/25 @SEA 18% 
ssrreeeeeeee* WITH STANDARD O/2vs.DAL 56% 
PASS RUSH O/B vs. ARI 48% 
0/16 @BUF 28% 
0/23vs.1B 64% 
1/6 vs. NO 68% % CHANCE TO WIN 
Er aia? 1/13@ARI 19% Q/12@SF___ 33% $ 11/13@NW 26% 
1/20vs.NE 45% 9/18 vs. SEA 41% { 11/20vs.MIA_ 64% 
1/27 @MIA 34% g/25@1B 31% : 11/27@NO 32% 
2/4@CHI 34% 10/2@ARI 19% : 12/4@NE 15% 
2/11 vs.NYJ 61% 10/9vs.BUF 55% { 12/11vs.ATL 62% 
2/18 @ATL 33% 10/16 @DET 33% : 12/15@SEA 18% 
2/24 @LA 37% 10/23 vs. NYG 41% : 12/24vs.SF 63% 
flvs.SEA 47% 11/6vs.CAR 48% : 1/lvs.ARI 46% 
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BY 
HOWARD 
BRYANT 


Misdirection Play The response to Colin Kaepernick’s 
protest shows that the sports machine would rather 
distract and deceive than confront ugly truths. 


n 1994, when Colin Kaepernick was 7 years old, Congress gave the fed- 
eral government the power to oversee local police departments. Accord- 
ing to The Washington Post, when the Justice Department has exercised 
this power—in cities such as LA, Detroit, New Orleans, Baltimore, Ferguson and 20 others 
that were assigned independent monitors—it found patterns of excessive-force violations in 64 


percent of cases. Now Milwaukee, in such turmoil it once requested government assistance, is 
the latest under DOJ investigation. 

The fragile relationship between police and African-Americans is in deep crisis, anecdotally 
and statistically, and when Kaepernick expressed his awakening by refusing to stand for the 
national anthem, he and any peers considering similarly expressing themselves learned how 
society will respond to their citizenship and dissent: by using a playbook of distortion and 
misdirection as old and predictable as the Packer sweep. 

For the past two years, after Michael Brown’s killing in Ferguson gave rise to a volatile Amer- 
ica divided by police and protest, the sports machine—rooted in the structure of black player/ 
white media/white ticket buyer/white owner—was largely silent. Some prominent black players 
expressed support for the protesters; virtually no white male players did. With the exception of 
the Baltimore Orioles, teams have ignored the grief of their large black fan bases and aban- 
doned their historical neutrality on social issues in favor of hero worship of police at the ball- 
park, supported by a white mainstream that is rarely the target of police aggression. 

Kaepernick protested, and the reaction was predictable. White athletes and the predomi- 
nantly white media, once largely silent, finally spoke but said very little about the substance of 
his dissent. They opted for intimidation by pile-on. Athletes and pundits were canvassed, leav- 
ing the likes of Drew Brees and Boomer Esiason—who have no record of scholarship, interest 
or knowledge regarding police brutality—to distort Kaepernick’s position into a lazy, pseudo- 
erudite conversation about patriotism. Seahawks quarterback Russell Wilson said something 
while saying nothing. “I understand and respect the cause ... but I love the flag,” he said, only 
adding to a false argument designed to reinforce the foundation of the establishment. 

The response to Kaepernick was an up-close view of the machine and the powerful compo- 
nents that combine to make it work. He exposed the mainstream impulse to discuss social is- 
sues only within boundaries that empower it. On its face, the concept of what the flag stands 


for is uncomplicated, and pouring Kaepernick’s statement through 
the funnel of patriotism allows the majority to remain on the offen- 
sive. It allows a smothering of thought to masquerade as courage, for 
people to maintain their delusions and lack of knowledge while ap- 
pearing to be provocative. Too many of Kaepernick’s critics know 
nothing—and have shown they don’t care to know—about the black 
community, its relationship with police or the staggering statistics 
that have driven thousands to the streets. 

The response also exposes just how thoroughly unprepared the 
mainstream is to comprehend America through the lens of the black 
Americans they cheer and work alongside. Real, difficult concepts— 
like America not living up to the ideals of its flag (as the Dixie Chicks 
protested in 2003, to similar backlash), or how police could shoot a 
12-year-old child in Cleveland and go unpunished, or how federal 
oversight of local police was granted in response to officers beating 
Rodney King when Kaepernick was 3 years old—are met with hostil- 
ity and simplistic narratives about patriotism and freedom of speech. 

This outrage was never intended to consider Kaepernick’s politics, 
but it did serve an important purpose for the machine by allowing his 
questions of race, class and policing to remain ignored. It allowed the 
illusion of discussion to isolate the dissenter while reinforcing the au- 
thority of an establishment whose calls for “healing” do not translate 
into police reform. It allowed players to pander without thinking and 
created enough backlash and fear—anonymous quotes from execu- 
tives have threatened to essentially blackball Kaepernick from the 
NFL—to give other dissenters financial pause before protesting. 

Meanwhile, Laquan McDonald remains without justice, as do Mi- 
chael Brown, Eric Garner, Sandra Bland, Philando Castile and Tamir 
Rice. The opportunity to understand Kaepernick’s worldview is all 
but gone, replaced by a useless referendum on who loves the flag. 
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